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To my wife Jane Elizabeth… 
She never stopped believing in me. 
She never stopped encouraging me. 
She never stopped loving me. 
In a world which is full of disappointing, distressing stories, 
Jane has always made my life a real-life fairy tale. 
Because of her there is a “once upon a time.” 
Because of Jesus there is a “lived happily ever after.” 
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We can tell people abstract rules of thumb, which we have derived from prior 
experiences, but it is very difficult for other people to learn from these. We have difficulty 
remembering such abstractions, but we can more easily remember a good story. Stories 
give life to past experience. Stories make the events in memory memorable to others and 
to ourselves. This is one of the reasons why people like to tell stories.  
— Roger C. Shank, from Tell Me A Story 
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PREFACE – A PERSONAL NOTE 
 
 
 I first learned to craft sermons the way my father crafted his. He learned to write 
sermons the way his pastor taught him. But since learning to preach, the world has 
changed. The “Andy Griffith-paced” world of my father is, for the most part gone. The 
test-tube, “everything-has-a-scientific-explanation” world in which I grew up, has faded 
in favor of a society much more open to the spiritual and the unexplained. 
 Two things, however, remain constant. First is humankind’s brokenness and need 
for redemption through Christ. Second is humankind’s love of story. I wondered whether 
the marriage of these two “unchangeable” concepts might produce a way to share the 
gospel which would make cultural and generational variables irrelevant. Examining that 
possibility ultimately led to this dissertation. My purpose here is to open a door of 
possibility to those who have dedicated their lives to sharing the glorious gospel, but who 
wrestle with the most natural, organic and effective way to communicate it to an ever-
changing world. The ability for story to transport the gospel to our world is summed up 
by Austin B. Tucker when he says, “Preachers are servants of that life-giving Word. We 
have no greater duty than to tell the story of the Redeemer. This is not a story we can 
create but one we faithfully pass along.”1 
  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Austin B. Tucker, The Preacher: As Storyteller: The Power of Narrative in the Pulpit (Nashville: 
B&H Academic, 2008), 90. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
Generational and cultural diversity within twenty-first century society has created 
great challenges to both professional clergy and laypersons in communicating the gospel. 
In addition, a postmodern, post-Christian culture has created a hostile environment for 
those sharing the message of Christ using the formulaic, propositional evangelism 
methods of the Twentieth century. Section One of this dissertation will elaborate on the 
problem. Section Two discusses why these methods, written primarily for a period of 
time when Judeo-Christian absolutes and regard for the sacred were staples in society, are 
increasingly ineffective. As the church struggles with a steady decline in its membership, 
the loss of younger generations and a failure to evangelize unprecedented numbers of 
immigrants, leaders must develop a theology of evangelism which is not generationally 
and culturally restrictive and which allows them to address the following question: How 
might the church more effectively communicate the gospel to multiple generations and 
cultures in the Twenty-First century? Section Three explores the use of storytelling as a 
means of effectively communicating the gospel in Twenty-First century contexts 
including multiple generations, ethnicities and cultures, as one possible answer. The 
purpose of this section is to show that a clearer, more relevant presentation of the gospel 
can be accomplished through the use of image, metaphor and narrative. The Scriptural 
foundation for this claim is Matthew’s commentary on the preaching and teaching of 
Jesus: “Jesus always used stories and illustrations like these when speaking to the crowds. 
In fact, he never spoke to them without using such parables.”2  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Matthew 13:34 (New Living Translation). 
x 
More specifically it will suggest that common themes present in all generations 
and cultures should be central in the presentation of those gospel “stories.” It is hoped 
these observations will facilitate more believers living out the experience of sharing the 
gospel in their daily lives. Section Four describes the artifact, a non-fiction book, while 
Section Five provides the artifact specifications. The Postscript in Section Six draws 
conclusions and articulates hope for the future. The artifact itself will be attached as an 
appendix.  
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SECTION ONE  
THE PROBLEM 
 
Introduction 
The pastor stood behind the large “downtown church” pulpit, arranged his 
manuscript and read it with an occasional insertion of historical facts and Greek 
definitions. He wondered if this approach would be any more effective than other 
“techniques” he had tried. 
 He attempted eye contact: the impatient parents had blank stares, the first 
generation Hispanic immigrants looked confused, the senior adults had sleepy eyes and the 
teenagers playing video games on their phones were distracted.  His congregation was so 
diverse. How could he connect with them and speak about things that mattered to everyone 
who came each week needing encouragement, a reason to believe, or perhaps even a 
reason to live? How could he help his congregation; each of them, know the ability of the 
gospel to affect their lives.  
 The pulpit was not the only place this pastor faced discouragement. As he walked 
the few blocks from the parsonage to his office each morning he passed truant students on 
the street corners, homeless men propped up against storefronts sleeping off last night’s 
cheap wine and the Middle-Eastern shop owners placing their wares on tables outside their 
stores. Nothing in seminary had prepared him for this. He had no idea how to share the 
gospel with the people he passed every morning. The worst news was…he wasn’t alone.  
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The State of Evangelism in the Twenty-First Century Western Church 
 
Disheartening tales of fading congregations, struggling denominations and 
shrinking church membership have become the norm. The western church is losing the 
population battle.  The Pew Research Center cites data that indicates the unchurched3 
population grew by nearly 4 percent from 25 percent to 29 percent in just ten years (2003-
2013).4 In his analysis of current trends, author and church health analyst Reggie McNeal 
declares, “The further down you go in the generational food chain, the lower the 
percentage each succeeding generation reports going to church.”5  Long time apologist, 
Josh McDowell, goes even further in his book, The Last Christian Generation. He states, 
“I realize the title of this book may be shocking. But the decision to call this book The Last 
Christian Generation was not made lightly, nor was it done for sensationalism. I sincerely 
believe unless something is done now to change the spiritual state of our young people you 
will become the last Christian generation.”6 
Statistical data compiled by Christian statisticians and pollsters like George Barna, 
Thomas Rainer, Ed Stetzer and David Kinnaman, and anecdotal evidence compiled in 
works like The Outsider Interviews,7 suggest the Western institutional church is losing 
practically every battle on every front it has faced thus far in the Twenty-First century, not 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Unchurched refers to those currently not attending or planning to attend church. 
 
4 Michael Lipka, “What Surveys Say about Worship Attendance – and Why Some Stay Home,” The 
Pew Research Center, September 13, 2013. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/09/13/what-surveys-
say-about-worship-attendance-and-why-some-stay-home/ (accessed June 10, 2014). 
 
5 Reggie McNeal, The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 2003), 3. 
 
6 Josh McDowell and David H. Bellis, The Last Christian Generation (Holiday: Green Key Books, 
2006), ii. 
7 Jim Henderson, Todd D. Hunter, and Craig Spinks, The Outsider Interviews: A New Generation 
Speaks out on Christianity (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2010). 
 
 	  
3 
only in presentation of the gospel but in seeing a response to its presentation. Michael 
Frost and Alan Hirsch correctly predicted the current state of affairs by saying; “We 
believe…we must…give up trying to rejig the [old] paradigm…It simply has not worked. 
In fact it has created more problems. The church is in decline…precisely because of 
Christendom’s failure to evangelize… .”8 
 
Why Current Evangelism Techniques Are Failing 
 
 The Western church’s challenge is multi-faceted and layered with years of 
unresponsive history. It is complicated and complex. A sophisticated plan offering creative 
solutions to multiple issues is needed.  The prognosis is getting progressively worse 
according to David Kinnaman: “Our research shows that many of those outside of 
Christianity, especially younger adults, have little trust in the Christian faith, and esteem 
for the lifestyle of Christ followers is quickly fading among outsiders.”9 
 Devising such a plan is daunting. The writer of this dissertation cannot address all 
issues; however, he will address the church’s failure to present the gospel in a way that 
speaks in a culturally and generationally relevant way to the Twenty-First century world. 
The church has lost its ability to share “the greatest story ever told” precisely because it has 
forgotten it is a story; not simply an accumulation of theological and doctrinal facts. It is 
not that the church no longer knows the truth; it simply has not learned how to share the 
truth in a way which is relatable to this culture. The church is still trying to “market” the 
gospel by reading a script written decades ago. Reggie McNeal, makes this astute 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 
21st-Century Church (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 14. 
 
9 David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons, Unchristian: What a New Generation Really Thinks about 
Christianity--and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007), 11. 
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observation; “The mental model that many church members have for doing evangelism is 
for them to act like telemarketers.”10 The dynamic of the current society is this: The power 
of story trumps proposition. Storytelling historian William Bausch writes, “Propositions 
are statements on a page; stories are events in a life. Doctrine is the material of texts; story 
is the stuff of life.”11 Leonard Sweet and Frank Viola say in their book, Jesus: A 
Theography, “The Bible is often viewed as a disjointed array of stories, events, laws, 
propositions, truths, ethical statements, and moral lessons. But…the sixty-six books of the 
Bible are woven together by a single storyline… And what’s that story? It’s the story of 
Jesus Christ.”12 The church has forgotten how to tell that story. Thomas Short quotes T.E. 
Boomershine’s unpublished manuscript in his doctoral dissertation by reasserting, “We as 
a religious community have witnessed the silencing of biblical storytelling.”13 
 Most evangelicals believe the gospel should be grounded in Scripture and centered 
on Jesus. The challenge is to determine how best to unlock the treasures of the written 
Word in a culturally and generationally pluralistic society. Exegesis and expository 
preaching—which stem from and appeal to the intellectual, left-brain understanding of the 
text—has predominated a modern-era culture. However, as society moved past modernity, 
it also moved past the need for an explanation of life merely verified empirically or 
designed to explain and bring meaning to one’s existence purely through cognitive 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Reggie McNeal, The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church (San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass, 2003), 37. 
 
11 William J. Bausch, Storytelling: Imagination and Faith (Mystic: Twenty-Third Publications, 
1984), 28. 
 
12 Leonard I. Sweet and Frank Viola, “The Jesus Story,” introduction to Jesus: A Theography 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012), ix-x. 
 
13 Thomas C. Short, Narrative Preaching: A Workshop Design for the Encouragement of the Use of 
Storytelling in Preaching, PhD diss., Eastern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1987, 32. 
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reasoning. The church plays into the hands of modernity by clinging to apologetics and 
“scientific faith,” imagining this will lead to conversion. Crystal Downing in her book 
dealing with postmodernism and faith states: 
When Christians argue for the scientific accuracy of the Bible they are conceding 
that science has ultimate ownership of the truth; they are signing their house of 
faith over to a modernist landlord. Before the development of modernism, 
Christians did not feel the need to defend the Bible as though it were a scientifically 
formulated life-saving document, for they assumed that it is Christ who saves us, 
not the Bible.14 
 
The church continues to serve up systematic theology and scientific “proofs” 
instead of the practical, relevant good news in ways applicable to those searching for truth. 
Bob Roberts, pastor of a church reaching out to multiple cultures, has it right when he says, 
“Sadly, [theology is] currently a discipline driven by engineers who write manuals for the 
pastor-engineers who teach it in such a way that most people don’t know what they are 
talking about and are too intimidated to even try.”15 
 Any serious discussion of homiletics and evangelism in the Twenty-First century 
must approach communicating the gospel in a culturally relevant, contextualized way 
which explores something other than classroom style lectures filled with facts, figures and 
Greek/Hebrew explanations. As editors Joel Green and Michael Pasquarello III explain,  
It is a peculiar characteristic of the West that we so easily succumb to the 
temptation to confuse the amassing of facts with learning. Surely, our prejudices 
tell us, the winner of the Bible trivia contest is self-evidently the most biblical 
person around, just as a genuinely biblical sermon is one that most obviously 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Crystal Downing, How Postmodernism Serves (my) Faith: Questioning Truth in Language, 
Philosophy and Art (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2006), 106. 
 
15 Bob Roberts, Bold as Love: What Can Happen When We See People the Way God Does 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2012), 108. 
 
 	  
6 
weaves explicit citations of biblical text or that takes us, verse by verse, through a 
Pauline letter.16 
 
Jeffrey Frymire emphatically declares, “We are the last generation to experience 
preaching in its current form.”17 This statement alone should give pause to those being 
trained in seminaries to preach using a style popularized in the last century. There may be 
signs of change as noted by Paul Scott Wilson who says, “Not since the Middle Ages or 
the Reformation have such mighty winds swept the homiletical highlands.”18 One must 
wonder, however, how long it will take those changes to filter down through a generation 
of preachers and then to congregants who are anxious to share the gospel in a meaningful 
way. 
 Leonard Sweet sums this up when he says, “Modern preaching prided itself on 
lucid reasoning, coherent organization, performative presentation, focused structure, 
formal elegance. No more.”19 If Sweet’s assessment is true, one challenge this dissertation 
will need to address is this: What form of preaching and evangelism will replace this 
outdated methodology? 
 The challenge before the contemporary preacher, teacher and evangelist is not only 
cultural (modern versus postmodern), but cognitive. The scenario for a growing number of 
those seeking faith is not that they are un-churched or de-churched but are “never-
churched.” They do not approach faith from the same perspective and knowledge base as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 Joel B. Green and Michael Pasquarello, Narrative Reading, Narrative Preaching: Reuniting New 
Testament Interpretation and Proclamation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 12. 
	  
17 Jeffrey W. Frymire, Preaching the Story: How to Communicate God’s Word through Narrative 
Sermons (Anderson: Warner Press, 2006), 1. 
 
18 Paul Scott Wilson, The Practice of Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 12. 
 
19 Leonard I. Sweet, Giving Blood: A Fresh Paradigm for Preaching (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2014), 50. 
	  
 	  
7 
those raised in the church. As Short disclosed in his doctoral research, “…the pastor can no 
longer preach with the assumption that the people in the pew can identify with the biblical 
stories of Moses, Ruth, Amos and Nicodemus. These Biblical stories that once held 
together a pilgrim people and gave them identity have been scrambled and lost.”20 
 Even when Biblical stories are recognized, they are often regarded as fairy tales or 
fables, perhaps because of their superficial and trite presentation. The church has recited 
the great stories of faith with little or no understanding and explanation of the historical 
context of the narrative. Removed from the anthropology and historicity which brings the 
Biblical narrative to life, most hearers, even those in the church, interpret them as little 
more than fantasy. Stories of faith told in a shallow or diminutive manner lose their 
inherent power, thus offering anemic hope to a world faced with dirty bombs, economic 
collapse and pandemic diseases. The chasm between the theological content of many 
expository sermons and the relevance to those sitting in the pews is unbreachable. In 
Telling the Old, Old Story David Larsen says, “Expository preaching has…often been 
strings of pearls—clusters of sermonettes with a lack of inner coherence…and frequently 
only vaguely relevant. We have been better with what the text meant then than with what 
the text means now.”21 
 The incongruence between Sunday faith and daily life has brought about a “crisis in 
the church,” claims Short in his dissertation on narrative preaching. “We have lost our 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Short, Narrative Preaching, 30-31. 
 
21 David L. Larsen, Telling the Old, Old Story: The Art of Narrative Preaching (Wheaton: Crossway 
Books, 1995), 54-55. 
	  
 	  
8 
sense of identity.” He continues, “Contributing to this loss is our negligence of storytelling 
and our separation of reason and emotion.”22 
 In analyzing Margaret Wheatley’s Leadership and the New Science, Terrance 
O’Casey states in his doctoral dissertation, “[Wheatley] adroitly points out throughout her 
work that a mechanistic worldview parts out the whole, destroying the connection between 
the thing studied and the observer, killing not just the thing, but the relationship of the 
thing with others.”23 This is an extraordinarily important observation given that 
Christianity is so heavily dependent on relationships, both human and divine. 
 
A Preliminary Claim Concerning Twenty-First Century Evangelism 
 
 The question naturally arises: Are there practical solutions or methodologies that 
can meet this challenge? This question is far too broad and would elicit possibilities too 
numerous to effectively address. A more appropriate and specific question is: What is one 
of the paths the church may be able to explore, which will give our culturally and 
generationally diverse society justifiable cause to personally consider the validity of the 
claims of the gospel? 
 One could begin in the bookstore and find any number of solutions offered for 
church leaders including new leadership models, new church paradigms, and new-fangled 
programs. One could search in the halls of academia and find new textbooks positing 
theological and doctrinal positions or encouraging renewed emphasis on doctrinal 
teaching, which young adults purportedly like. One could go to the Internet or television 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22 Short, Narrative Preaching, 34. 
 
23 Terrance O’Casey, Creating a Multisensory Enter-Active Gospel Storytelling Exegetical 
Commentary, PhD diss., George Fox University, 2005, 36. 
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and find “shock-jock”24 preachers whose flocks find it cool that their shepherds curse in 
the pulpit or encourage the married couples in their congregation to have sex…a lot.25 
 However, instead of searching for the solution in a new methodology, one could 
find wisdom in the words of Jeremiah the prophet who said, “Thus says the Lord: ‘Stand 
by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths, where the good way is, and walk in it; 
and you will find rest for your souls.’”26 Could the solution for a more meaningful and 
applicable evangelism be found by looking to the past? 
 Although the evolution of storytelling cannot be precisely documented, according 
to Livo and Rietz, the telling of stories is an ancient practice.27 Centuries, perhaps even 
millennia before Christ, “an Egyptian papyrus called the Westcar Papyrus…tells how the 
sons of Cheops, the famous builder of pyramids, entertained their father with stories,”28 
say August Baker and Ellin Greene in their analysis of historical storytelling. Historically 
the art of storytelling has been an effective tool for educating children, preserving family 
history and bringing about unity across cultural lines. From the Children of Israel in the 
Near Eastern culture of the Bible to the animistic adherents of Buddhism in Tibet to the 
rocking chair ruminations of an Appalachian grandma in Eastern Kentucky, storytelling 
has passed down spiritual narratives from generation to generation.  
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 “Storytelling,” according to Jim Holtje, a public relations and corporate 
communications veteran, “is perhaps one of the oldest forms of communication known to 
mankind…we’re hardwired for stories.”29 The art of storytelling is an “ancient path” which 
leads to wisdom and understanding. It has stood the test of time, persevering as one of the 
oldest educational tools in humankind’s history. Narrative’s ability to spawn imaginative 
images and bring words to life knows no insurmountable cultural or generational 
boundaries, making it a good candidate in the search for a communicative tool to reach 
contemporary generations and cultures with the gospel. 
Storytelling has also proven effective in more contemporary times. Holtje speaking 
about the award-winning CBS show, 60 Minutes says, “the idea for [its] often imitated, but 
never surpassed program was simple—almost deceptively simple. It was…based on four 
words: Tell…me…a…story.”30 
 Storytelling is a viable tool for sharing the gospel. Some have made the connection 
between the church’s challenges and the absence of narrative evangelism. Short claims, 
“There is a crisis in the church. We have lost our sense of identity, and contributing to this 
loss is our negligence of storytelling and our separation of reason and emotion.”31  
Storytelling is educational without being tedious. It brings historical facts to life. 
Storytelling bridges generations and cultures and transforms cold facts into warm 
experiences. One could make the case, as does Leonard Sweet in his book Nudge, that God 
prefers to reveal Himself through “heard” story rather than visual appearance: “For Semitic 
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peoples, the ears not the eyes were the most trustworthy organ for perceiving divine truth. 
In the Torah, God is heard, never seen.”32 
In his dissertation, John Macreadie Barr III, cites the genius of C.S. Lewis and 
George MacDonald when he says, “One is struck by the insightful brilliance of C.S. Lewis 
and his mentor George MacDonald in the way they approach biblical Story…in their 
fiction, sermons, letters, philosophical writings, and literary criticism one is amazed at the 
way the heart and head are addressed, the imagination struck with fire, the wholeness and 
adventure which the Word’s intersection ignites.”33 
 Significant evidence suggests that storytelling is transformational. In contrast, 
churches have discovered their program-driven models, although informational, 
educational, and motivational, are far from transformational. Reggie McNeal observes, 
“The power of the gospel is lost on church members who can sign off on doctrinal 
positions but have no story of personal transformation.”34 If storytelling facilitates life 
transformation, the church would be wise to take notice. Religious educator, Susan Shaw, 
states, “Because narrative is such a primary human activity, stories are powerful. Stories 
that are communicated well invite learners into a transformative realm in which old ways 
of living may be opened up to new possibilities.”35 
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 This rationale is turning theologians toward the art of storytelling. As Thomas 
Driver states in Patterns of Grace: 
Theologians recently have become interested in the importance of stories…that all 
our logical, scientific, and theological discourse is secondary…I have long thought 
that theology is to religious narrative as literary criticism is to literature—
commentary upon a more basic form of expression…I am one…who believes that 
theology has…removed itself too far from its roots in narrative. I find myself not 
only agreeing that theology originates in stories (and should itself tell more of 
them), but also thinking that all knowledge comes from a mode of understanding 
that is dramatic.36 
 
 The question is not whether storytelling is a return to our ancient roots or a move 
toward a cutting edge, forward thinking expression of our faith. The weightier question is 
whether or not the church is ready to return to storytelling and embrace the use of image, 
metaphor and narrative as a legitimate method of sharing the gospel story with the world. 
 James Limburg, in his book, Old Stories for a New Time, surmises this is a time in 
history whose people are ready for a story.37 Given what has been established in recent 
years about the declining state of the church, the “graying” of congregations38 and the 
failure to capture the imagination of	  younger generations and multi-ethnic cultures, the 
validity of Limburg’s claim should be considered. Moving away from an information 
dissemination church model to an inclusionary narrative model is one viable option for 
sharing the story of Jesus across generational and cultural barriers.  
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Examining the Claims For Storytelling 
 
There are at least six reasons why the use of story, including image, metaphor and 
narrative, should be considered as one option for sharing the gospel story, whether through 
personal evangelism or corporate teaching/preaching.  
One, God loves story. There is little Scriptural evidence that God loves doctrine. 
Nor is His written Word, the Bible, full of tables, pie-charts and formulas. The Word 
Incarnate, Jesus was not a mathematician or even a theologian. In every way God revealed 
Himself, He chose to use story. “Simply put,” says William H. Marty, “the Bible is about 
God. It tells the true story of creation from His perspective.”39 The Bible is God’s 
autobiography and He loves hearing His stories over and over. Hasidic tradition says 
God’s glory and light are revealed as stories of the holy ones are told. The Judaic tradition 
also teaches, according to Yitzhak Buxbaum, “when Jews sit and tell holy stories, God, so 
to speak, comes and listens.”40 
 Two, God reveals who He is and what He is like through story. Countless 
interviews and statistics reveal what Twenty-First century people tend to think of the 
church and about God. They do not like the church’s portrayal of God. It’s as if God has 
been sworn in as a member of their political party or denomination. David Kinnaman says 
as a result “many of those outside of Christianity, especially younger adults, have little 
trust in the Christian faith, and esteem for the lifestyle of Christ followers is quickly fading 
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among outsiders.”41 Christ’s followers have forgotten God revealed His nature through 
story and desires to once again tell His own story through those who have chosen to follow 
Him. 
 Three, God reveals who humankind is and what He expects of them through story. 
Since the Garden of Eden, humankind has attempted to reframe their story using their own 
rubrics. This is dangerous given humankind’s propensity for sin. Jeremiah warns, “The 
heart is deceitful above all things and beyond cure.”42 However, telling God’s story, 
framed as He has framed it, will positively affect those who hear it. In his book, Everything 
Must Change, Brian McLaren says: “If our framing story tells us that we are free and 
responsible creatures in a creation made by a good, wise, and loving God…then our 
society will take a radically different direction, and our world will become a very different 
place.”43 
 Four, stories leave a lasting impression on the mind, but most importantly on the 
heart. Although people often forget what they knew, they seldom forget what they felt. 
Annette Simmons says in her classic about storytelling, “Story is a form of mental imprint. 
A story can mold perceptions and touch the unconscious mind…Someone in your past has 
probably told you a story that speaks to you even today.”44 Most church goers remember 
stories from Sunday School more than three-point sermons from “big church.” The flannel 
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graph stories told with flair are indelibly inked on the heart. If churches were telling “the 
story” in adult worship and discipleship classes the way it is being told in Children’s 
Church, there would be less disconnect between what people hear and what they do. 
 Five, stories feed the soul. Although a reader may be impressed with the statistics 
of an event like the physical feeding of five thousand in Matthew 14, they relate most 
intimately to the detailed story of Jesus’ feeding of one hungry soul. His metaphor 
concerning living water satisfied not only the Samaritan woman but satisfies the reader of 
the story as well.  John Eldredge, whose writing and ministry revolve around the idea of 
story writes, “Stories nourish us. They provide a kind of food that the soul craves.”45 In a 
world where people are spiritually malnourished the church must stop feeding them the 
nutritionally depleted, processed food-stuff of religion and begin serving up the 
wholegrain, organic story of hope. 
 Six, the presence of a story indicates the presence of a storyteller. English writer 
and lay theologian G.K. Chesterton stated, “I had always felt life first as a story—and if 
there is a story there is a story teller.”46 The church is surrounded by those who want to 
hear there is purpose and a plot to the story they are living; they are not simply a character 
in a lunatic’s dream. They long to make sense of their story, as well as the story of their 
family and friends. They long to know how pain and suffering, love and joy all fit the 
story’s plot and they want to know there is an ending which will not be pointless and 
random. They long to know the One who wrote their story, the great Storyteller. It is time 
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to pull back the curtain and let the world see there is a Teller behind the Story. The story; 
complete with a Hero and happy ending all point to the Author of the story. Again, 
Eldredge writes: 
Christianity in its true form, tells us that there is an Author and that he is good, the 
essence of all that is good and beautiful and true…for he has made us to live in an 
Epic. It warns that the truth is always in danger of being twisted and corrupted and 
stolen from us because there is a Villain in the Story who hates our hearts and 
wants to destroy us. It calls us up into a Story that is truer and deeper than any 
other, and assures us that there we will find the meaning of our lives.47 
 
 These six characteristics demonstrate why story is imperative and why it is 
sufficient, not only for sharing the gospel, but for understanding how the gospel has 
affected those who already believe. Thomas Chanter describes it in this way, “Once the 
curtain of our own ignorance is lifted through the proper use of narrative, our faith 
becomes all the more focused and understood and, to our surprise, it is ourselves we 
discover in the middle of the drama with our Lord.”48 By understanding the story better, 
one is able to share His story more effectively with others. 
Therefore, “The Story” is sufficient to communicate the good news of the gospel. 
While it is pleasurable to have the knowledge, the theology, the education and even the 
formal degrees, if all else fails us, and apparently it has, it is imperative to understand “The 
Story” is enough. There is perhaps no greater illustration of this than the story of Rabbi 
Israel Baal Shem-Tov: 
When the great Rabbi Israel Baal Shem-Tov saw misfortune threatening the Jews, 
it was his custom to go into a certain part of the forest to meditate. There he would 
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light a fire, say a special prayer, and the miracle would be accomplished and the 
misfortune averted. Later, when his disciple…had occasion…to intercede with 
heaven, he would go to the same place in the forest and say ‘Master of the 
Universe, listen! I do not know how to light the fire, but I am still able to say the 
prayer.’ Again the miracle would be accomplished. 
 
Still later, Rabbi Moshe-Lieb of Sasov, in order to save his people once more, 
would go into the forest and say: ‘I do not know how to light the fire, I do not know 
the prayer, but I know the place and this must be sufficient.’ It was sufficient and 
the miracle was accomplished. 
 
Then it fell to Rabbi Israel of Rizhyn to overcome misfortune. Sitting in his 
armchair, his head in his hands, he spoke to God: ‘ I am unable to light the fire and 
I do not know the prayer; I cannot even find the place in the forest. All I can do is 
to tell the story, and this must be sufficient.’ 
 
And it was sufficient.49 
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SECTION TWO  
 
ALTERNATIVE VIEWS 
 
 
 Although “The Story” may be sufficient, as the rabbinical account claims, it is not 
likely to be the solitary means of sharing the gospel, at least not in the near future. One 
reason is familiarity. For most of the twentieth century, denominational leaders, seminary 
professors, clergy and congregants were inoculated with the evangelical methodology of 
the modern era. For those sharing the gospel in congregational settings, the method has 
been exegetical, expository, alliterative and propositional. For the lay person the methods 
of one-on-one evangelism have been formulaic, confrontational and Scripture-based. Two 
United Methodist professors who have compiled an excellent source of information about 
evangelism, Paul Chilcoate and Laceye Warner make this observation, “Books abound on 
evangelism. Many tend to be ‘how-to’ manuals – practical guides for the adoption of a 
specific strategy or articulations of a particular form or style of evangelism. These tend to 
be practice-oriented and often lack serious theological engagement and reflection.”50 These 
methods are numerous and range in complexity from a tract one could pick up and use the 
same day, to some which require months of training. 
 While more methods of evangelism and preaching aids are being produced and 
marketed, the number of faithful members and new converts continues to plummet. Even 
the Southern Baptist Convention, the largest Protestant denomination and historically one 
of the most evangelistic in the United States continues to see declining numbers in 
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membership and baptisms.51 The frustration of this denomination and others runs deep. On 
one hand, the methodology of the previous century exasperates believers who are 
attempting to share their faith because of the lack of results. On the other hand, those who 
are on the receiving end continue to build up stronger resistance to the gospel because 
outdated methods fail to take into consideration changing cultural dynamics. Religious 
News Service, in reporting on the 2014 Southern Baptist Convention, claims outgoing 
president, Fred Luter “thinks old-time methods to spread the gospel have met a culture 
that’s younger, more diverse and doesn’t necessarily see the pew—or even sin—as a 
priority. Luter, who is reportedly discouraged by the statistical data says, ‘Our society is 
just not what it used to be.’”52 
 Luter’s admission is encouraging. However, most still cling to evangelistic 
techniques and attitudes of the past. For example, in 1964, during the heyday of Western 
evangelicalism, German author, Paulus Scharpff, in his work detailing three hundred years 
of evangelism in the West makes a typical statement for that period in church history: “The 
question is whether the church will reflect its culture or will stand to judge all cultures.”53 
Many believers hold similar opinions and see any attempt to contextualize the gospel, or 
identify with their culture, as theological treason.  
 The issue is further complicated because previous methods of evangelism were 
successful in their day. The greatest days of personal evangelism and growth of the 
Western church occurred using these methods. The most successful personal evangelism 
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methods in modern history have been systematic witnessing and outreach programs based 
on probing questions, easy-to-follow steps and Scriptural assertions. Mass-evangelism 
techniques, open-air crusades, revival meetings and evangelistic media, film and television 
for example, have brought thousands, if not millions to Christ. Those who oppose or at 
least resist change may ask, “Why should we change what has worked so well in the past?” 
 
Twentieth-century Evangelism Methodologies 
 
 Following is a discussion of several major evangelistic methodologies and practices 
of the twentieth-century and why change is needed. Such methodologies include: 1) 
Exegetical/Expository/Evangelistic-Style preaching, 2) Formulaic/Step-process 
evangelism, 3) Apologetic/Argumentative styles of discourse, 4) Textually-Rich (Scripture 
evangelism and 5) Lifestyle evangelism. These are not necessarily opposing views to the 
thesis of this dissertation. They are not “wrong” per se. Trevin Wax, of The Gospel 
Coalition observes, “Traditional evangelistic strategies are not necessarily deficient in what 
they say, but in what they assume.”54 These assumptions limit Twenty-First century 
application of these methods because the cultural and generational characteristics which 
made them appropriate and successful heretofore, have radically changed. This is not an 
exhaustive anthology of evangelism methods used during the last century, but rather a 
sample representing many of the major schools of thought. 
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Exegetical/Expository/Evangelistic-Style Preaching 
 Although evangelistic preaching began long before the last century with preachers 
like Whitefield, Wesley and Finney,55 the iconic stadium-crusade was best personified in 
the ministry of Billy Graham during the last half of the twentieth century. Volumes have 
been written about his life and ministry. His ministry touched millions of lives, including 
many Presidents of the United States and other world leaders. The Billy Graham 
Evangelistic Association pioneered in media evangelism: television, radio, film and print. 
In an article republished on his 95th birthday, Charisma Magazine article writer, Sandra 
Chambers, recounts, “For half a century…Graham has preached the gospel to more than 
210 million people. His 416 crusades have taken him all across the United States and to 
185 countries and have earned him the title of the world’s most famous preacher.”56 
 Graham’s ministry, although extraordinary, was a product of the times in which he 
rose to notoriety. During his first Los Angeles crusade, newspaper mogul, William 
Randolph Hearst instructed his newspaper editors to give plenty of space to Rev. Graham. 
The front page coverage undoubtedly played a part in his early success.57 Radios, present 
in most homes, broadcast not only his crusades, but also his weekly evangelistic program. 
The fiery, handsome preacher was a perfect fit for television. His association’s feature 
films, with a strong evangelistic message, were played in theaters around the world. The 
Billy Graham Evangelistic Association’s website says, “Graham embraced movies as a 
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method for sharing the Gospel [and] over the next 55 years would produce and distribute 
more than 130 films, including many full-length movies.58 
 Graham benefited from the cultural opportunities available to him, but also 
leveraged them for the gospel’s sake. His ministry was unique and well suited for an era. 
Even his associate, Cliff Barrows, hints that Graham’s ministry is not reproducible in this 
century. In the aforementioned article Barrows says, “There are many evangelists who are 
faithfully preaching the Word today, but I believe that God had this particular era of 
evangelism, and I think it’s been unique.”59 
 In a 1994 analysis of Graham’s ministry, John Mark Terry, Professor of Missions 
and Evangelism at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, states, “Billy Graham has 
provided a model for evangelists and leaders of evangelical ministries…his 
accomplishments speak for themselves. The question still must be asked, though: How 
effective is crusade evangelism? The answer must be: not as effective as it may seem.”60 
 If Terry questioned the effectiveness of this type of mass-evangelism when writing 
his analysis in 1994, consider the cultural upheavals, technological innovations and 
generational changes which have occurred since. A deeper question resides regarding 
exegetical/expository preaching: Is the expository, exegetical style of preaching and the 
formulaic form of evangelism sacrosanct? Is there a Scriptural or cultural mandate to use 
these methods?  
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 Some well-known evangelical preachers have reached just such a conclusion. 
When asked about the relationship between storytelling and expository preaching John 
MacArthur replied, “I am not into storytelling. I fail to see the value of multiple, long, 
drawn-out illustrations…Stories tend to shut down the level of intensity that I prefer people 
to maintain.”61 This statement seems to imply stories are mere “fluff” and that only 
expositional preaching is worthy of communicating God’s truth. This opinion is further 
stated by Austin Tucker in an anecdote pertaining to the great orator D. Martyn Lloyd-
Jones:  
I wrote D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones…to ask his opinion on the use of sermon 
illustrations [stories]. He responded…with…“strong views on this subject.” He 
reminded me that he had always been a critic of a man like W. E. Sangster, who 
used to carry a little notebook in his pocket to take down any stories he heard and 
who had a “card-index of illustrations appropriate to various subjects.” Lloyd-Jones 
said, “I always described that as the prostitution of preaching.”62  
 
 Ian MacPherson, in his book, “The Art of Illustrating Sermons” quotes Ronald A. 
Ward as saying, “Take a few pretty stories, mix well with some moral platitudes, place in 
the refrigerator, and serve cold.”63  
 If those cited above are critical only of the shallow and impersonal illustrations 
sprinkled throughout a sermon to fill time and recapture the listener’s attention their 
argument is valid. However, if they are critical of telling the story of God interacting with 
humankind in a powerful and present way using narrative, metaphor and image then there 
appears to be a double standard among those who consider themselves great expository 
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preachers. While pontificating about the deep truths of theology and doctrine from the 
podium, their own children and the children of those nodding off in the sanctuary are being 
taught the truths of God’s Word through the medium of storytelling right down the hall.  
 Are stories just for children? According to D. Bruce Seymour, “stories are 
universal, and they’re for everyone, not just children.”64   He continues, “…we tell stories 
to our children [because] we want them to remember what is important…In fact, the 
Hasidim consider stories the best way to teach their children the beliefs and practices of the 
community.”65 Leonard Sweet echoed this sentiment during a conference in Orlando, 
Florida where he said, “Every Jewish child, by the time they reach thirteen years of age, 
receives an identity, based on the story”66 told to them around the table at mealtimes. 
Are stories simply child’s play? What makes the telling of stories a satisfactory 
medium for dispensing spiritual truth to children, even teenagers, but not adults? In the 
natural order of life, adults are expected to grow out of their fascination with stories. In 
reality, however, that never happens.67 One needs look no further than the adult fascination 
with fictional books and movies such as Hunger Games to dispel that theory.68 In his book, 
The Storytelling Animal, Jonathan Gottschall puts it this way, “Human life is so bound up 
in stories that we are thoroughly desensitized to their weird and witchy power…Human 
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minds yield helplessly to the suction of story. No matter how hard we concentrate, no 
matter how deep we dig in our heels, we just can’t resist…”69  
Some suggest the important matters of theology and doctrine need a more 
sophisticated delivery system than mere stories. Those advocating this position have made 
a career of theologizing in very adult ways, but William Bausch observes that “sooner or 
later, if we work far enough behind the theology, we’re going to get down to a story.”70   
The assumption that exegetical/expository preaching is the only correct method or 
the only one which qualifies as evangelical preaching is erroneously held by many. David 
Fitch in his excellent article entitled, “The Myth of Expository Preaching and the 
Commodification of the Word,” states:  
Expository preaching assumes that Christian growth happens individually and 
cognitively: the believer in the pew hears the sermon, takes notes, and 
acknowledges an application. Sanctification happens through the cognitive mind 
digesting a “truth” which then enables the mind to tell the body to do it…Many 
times they leave having never confronted the life-changing reality of the Lordship 
of Christ over their lives.71 
 
The heart of the gospel message must be transformational. If this expository “hoe” 
in the gardener’s hand has lost its ability to turn the soil in order to receive the precious 
seed of the transforming gospel, it is time to consider picking up a new “tool.” 
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Formulaic/Step-Process Evangelism 
 During the last half of the twentieth-century, methods to encourage personal 
evangelism flourished. In an effort to move the gospel from the seats to the streets, 
congregant-friendly evangelism methods were popularized. Some of these included 
Evangelism Explosion®, Four-Spiritual Laws® and the use of gospel tracts.  
 Most were based on the premise that a question, even asked of a stranger, could 
open a witnessing opportunity. For example, “Have you ever heard of the four spiritual 
laws?” or “Have you come to the place in your spiritual life where you can say you know 
for certain that if you were to die today you would go to heaven?” To their credit, these 
programs trained millions of believers and gave them a certain modicum of boldness to 
share the gospel. For example, Evangelism Explosion® claims to have trained over 
300,000 to use their program in 2011 alone.72 But is the post-Christian culture still asking 
the same questions on which these methods are built? Lifeway Research discovered a 
revealing indication of the current culture’s spiritual inquisitiveness or lack thereof. 
Lifeway’s website makes the following statement, “The study asked two questions about 
how often people think of specific aspects of the afterlife, the first being, ‘How often do 
you wonder: If I were to die today, do I know for sure that I would go to heaven?’… Their 
data revealed that eleven percent think yearly about personally going to heaven and 46 
percent never think about it.73 This means more than half of those surveyed; seldom, if 
ever think about whether or not they are going to heaven. Those who do not attend church 
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fail to address these questions in even larger percentages. This prompted Christianity 
Today Magazine to write an article entitled, “The Evangelistic Question That Died,”74 
referring to the above question about heaven. 
 Although retooled by founder D. James Kennedy in the late 1990’s75 Evangelism 
Explosion® and other face-to-face methodologies still face criticism. There are questions 
about whether or not Christians have the “right” to ask confrontational questions or launch 
uninvited into a step-by-step plan of salvation without having built relationships with those 
they hope to reach. More significantly, does the average person on the street even believe 
in heaven or hell? 
 The purpose here is not to label this or any other method of personal evangelism 
ineffective. It is to question whether a changing society has caused these methods to be 
diminished in their effectiveness.  
 
Apologetic/Argumentative Styles of Discourse 
 The golden age of modernism and science in the twentieth-century brought ashore 
tidal waves of skepticism regarding the claims of religion in general and Christianity in 
particular. The crippling effect of humanism, teaching of evolutionary theory and atheistic 
thought left a generation of young adults feeling defenseless and sometimes foolish about 
the faith they inherited from their parents. Attacks against faith in college classrooms 
caused many previously sheltered students to abandon their faith altogether. Former 
Chicago Times Law Editor and former skeptic, Lee Strobel, explains, “According to a 
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landmark 2006 study by professors at Harvard and George Mason universities, the 
percentage of atheists and agnostics teaching at U.S. colleges is three times greater than in 
the population as a whole.”76 More specifically, according to the same study, a majority of 
professors think the Bible is “an ancient book of fables, legends, history and moral 
precepts.”77 
 Some answered by arming people of faith with apologetic ammunition to counter 
the claims of the skeptics and defend their beliefs.	  In his book, Reasonable Faith, William 
Craig states, “Apologetics (from the Greek apologia: a defense) is that branch of Christian 
theology which seeks to provide a rational justification for the truth claims of the Christian 
faith.”78 Although Christian apologetics is not unique to the twentieth-century, some would 
argue its roots go back to Mars Hill and the Apostle Paul, it flourished during a time when 
everything which could not be empirically proven was questioned. 
 Twentieth-century apologetics fell into two main camps. First, intellectuals like 
C.S. Lewis and Albert Henry Ross, who wrote under the pseudonym Frank Morison, were 
former doubters themselves. They came to faith and wrote largely for an audience of 
skeptics and doubters. Morison’s “Who Moved the Stone?” is considered to be a classic 
defense of the resurrection. Lewis’s Mere Christianity set the standard for intellectualism 
within Christian circles. In the October 2013 issue, which featured Lewis, Christianity 
Today writer Michael Ward says, “His rational approach is seen in The Abolition of Man, 
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Miracles, and, at a more popular level, Mere Christianity. These works show Lewis’s 
ability to argue: to set forth a propositional case, proceeding by logical steps from defined 
premises to carefully drawn conclusions, everything clear, orderly and connected.”79  
In the second camp are popular writers like Josh McDowell and Lee Strobel, who 
came later in the century. They wrote primarily to an audience of believers to help them 
defend their faith. Although still based on historical and verifiable evidence, these authors 
sought to reassure believers their faith had merit and to attract seekers who were willing to 
consider the claims of Christianity. Whether approached from the ontological, 
philosophical point of view by those like Lewis, Morison or theologian/apologist Alister 
McGrath,80 or from the historical, anthropological slant of McDowell and Strobel, using 
apologetics as the basis of evangelism may have been most effective during a time that 
dovetailed modernity’s scientific and logical approach to understanding, but is growing 
more problematic the further we move away from that era. 
First, apologetics is by definition, a defense which implies there is an attack or 
conflict. Both “sides” prepare for battle. C. Michael Patton, head of Credo House 
Ministries, puts it this way: “In defensive situations, pride steps in… ‘reasons’ become 
‘arguments.’ ‘Changing our mind’ becomes ‘giving in.’ Listening to the wisdom of another 
becomes admitting we were ‘wrong.’”81  
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The danger of apologetic preaching and personal evangelism is that alienation 
results rather than reconciliation. Instead of being a “love-fest” it becomes a “slug-fest”; 
argumentation instead of conversation. Although there are times when debating issues of 
theology and orthodoxy may be justified within the church itself, the act of evangelism is 
not the appropriate setting.  The goal is not to win arguments. The goal is to make 
disciples; and arguments rarely end with new disciples. 
Second, the need to defend faith most often puts the defender in the position of 
believing he or she must have all the answers. This often leads to fabricating an answer, 
ignoring the question altogether or leaving one feeling discouraged about sharing one’s 
story of faith. Dr. Luke Conway, an internationally known researcher in the areas of social 
and political psychology states his frustration with Christian apologetics saying, “I cannot 
figure out for the life of me why Christians feel the need to answer every single question 
about the faith. No one holds anything else to this kind of standard in any other aspect of 
life…The point is obvious: Not knowing things does not (necessarily) invalidate the things 
one does know.”82 
Third, the percentage of people who can recall the amount of detailed information 
needed to defend multiple areas of skepticism is relatively small. The average believer 
does not have the ability to read, understand, assimilate and organize the volumes of 
historical, anthropological and biblical data necessary for a strong defense, which 
ultimately makes this type of evangelism prohibitive. Case in point; in one 470-page book 
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alone, A Ready Defense, containing only excerpts from his other books, Josh McDowell 
outlines “over 60 vital ‘lines of defense’ for Christianity.”83  
Fourth, as the Western world moves further away from the age of Enlightenment 
and modernity, these issues become less vital. Postmodern culture is less concerned with 
formulas, facts and proofs than its predecessor. This observation is buttressed in a 
statement by author Crystal Downing when she posits, “Postmodernism…is based upon a 
certain attitude: a suspicion of ready answers, and emphasis on the limitations of language, 
an awareness of the artifices of tradition.”84 This being true, apologetics is a poor candidate 
for addressing this new kind of skepticism in the Twenty-First century. 
 
Textually-Rich (Scripture) Evangelism 
 Several personal evangelism methodologies have been closely linked with 
Scripture references. Usually arranged in a “chain” configuration, those on the receiving 
end are walked through the progression from verse to verse, which builds a case for “lost-
ness” and the plan of salvation. “The Roman Road” and “The Soul-Winner’s New 
Testament” are two of the best known systems. Formulaic in nature, these plans are easily 
learned and understood. In an age of A-B-C-type plans, they were immensely popular. The 
Roman Road, for example, uses five or six verses from Romans to take someone from 
“lost to saved” in a few steps: 
 Step 1: Romans 3:23 – All have sinned. 
 Step 2: Romans 6:23 – The penalty for sin is death. 
 Step 3: Romans 6:23 – The gift of God is eternal life. 
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 Step 4: Romans 10:9-10 – Salvation comes through belief and confession. 
 Step 5: Romans 5:1 – The saved are justified and have peace with God. 
 
 These verses and their implications are true, but one must ask whether the entire 
redemption story of God should be reduced to five verses? If this is sufficient, why not 
have just one book instead of sixty-six? Why even one book if five verses will suffice? 
Andrew Perriman in his critique of the Roman Road states, “Evangelism was and is the 
call to people everywhere to respond to the large-scale story about God.”85 Perriman, who 
has combined theological studies and writing with pastoral and missional work in a wide 
range of contexts and cultures, continues by declaring: “We have domesticated 
evangelism. We have reduced it to the unimaginative, repetitive level of the door-to-door 
selling of life insurance. We should be appalled at this…”86 
Due consideration must be given to the redemptive yet revolutionary metanarrative 
of God as told in the whole of Scripture. While simplification of the gospel presentation 
could be interpreted as positive step in helping Christ-followers share their faith, it can also 
become a gospel unto itself and be perceived as the only correct way to evangelize. 
Reducing God’s story to a few simple steps risks the neutralization of the gospel through 
oversimplification.  
Furthermore, this method relies on one’s acceptance of the universally true and 
authoritative nature of the Bible. In a multicultural and a post-Christian society wherein 
absolutes of any kind are no longer accepted, these simplified versions of the road to 
salvation are often perceived as naïve and shallow. Perriman sums up his critique with 
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these words, “…you can hardly call it a road. Someone has dug up half-a-dozen paving 
stones from Paul’s argument and laid them in a line. That’s not a road. It’s not even much 
of a path.”87 
 
Lifestyle Evangelism 
 In response to more confrontational styles of personal evangelism and preaching, 
lifestyle evangelism takes a less abrasive tact. In his encyclopedia of evangelism, Elmer 
Towns defines lifestyle evangelism as, “an approach to evangelism that emphasizes 
believers being role models of Christianity for non-Christians. In this approach, Christians 
establish credibility to the gospel and lead non-Christians to become more receptive to 
Christ and to salvation.”88 
 The Christian Military Fellowship training manual states, “Historical data shows 
that over 75 percent of all conversions occur in the context of a family or personal 
friendship suggesting lifestyle evangelism is the most effective method of evangelism for 
inviting people into a personal relationship with Christ.”89  
 This method of sharing the gospel generally takes shape in one of two ways. First, 
from a corporate perspective it emerges as a seeker-friendly, culturally relevant, “lets-be-
friends” motif. Congregants are encouraged to befriend and socialize with those who do 
not yet know Christ in hopes of opening opportunities to share the gospel. Second, is an 
emphasis on servant evangelism which calls for Christians to serve others, in the hope this 
incarnational reflection of Christ will open the hearts of recipients to the gospel message. 
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Steve Sjogren, former Vineyard pastor and founder of ServantEvangelism.com, says on his 
website; “Servant evangelism is a simple, straightforward approach to sharing God’s love 
in simple, practical ways…by serving others with no strings attached.90 
However, there is still some residual, negative sentiment from an age when many 
felt the “social gospel” watered down its core truth. Therefore, anything associated with it 
draws criticism from some. Others object to relationships which are built with the ulterior 
motive of sharing the gospel where those “targeted” can feel the relationship has “strings 
attached.”  
 For many evangelicals, lifestyle evangelism is anemic. It calls for no decision or 
verifiable results. Lifestyle and seeker-friendly models, along with the other Twentieth-
Century methodologies have lost or are losing their effectiveness in communicating the 
gospel in a way which is truly transformative. 
 
Why These Evangelism Methods Are Losing Their Effectiveness 
 These methods have become ineffective in part because the theology of evangelism 
which serves as their foundation is either generationally or culturally specific. Both come 
up short in their ability to bridge the vast generational and cultural expanse of the Twenty-
First Century. Therefore, both shortfalls must be addressed. 
 
The Shortfall of Generational Theology 
 
 The shortfall of a theology that is generationally specific is profound. First, it will, 
by its very nature only be understood by a select few, most likely one generation. Further, 
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there is little evidence this type of presentation resonates with even one particular 
generation in a way that inspires life transformation. Sallie McFague explains why when 
she says, “Where theology becomes overly abstract, conceptual and systematic, it separates 
thought and life, belief and practice, words and their embodiment, making it more difficult, 
if not impossible, for us to believe in our hearts what we confess with our lips.”91 
 The shortfall of a generational theology affects not only those within the church, 
but those seeking spiritual hope as well when catch phrases which were once believed to 
be universal and normative are now obsolete. William Bausch says, “They are [now] 
preaching to a de-Christianized people for whom sin, redemption, and glory are no longer 
viable terms.”92 
Methods which depend on a foundational understanding of God, the Bible and 
abstract concepts like sin and holiness are ineffective when reaching out to younger 
generations. Most young people simply do not have this foundation. Leonard Sweet 
comments, “If you are reading these words, you are likely the last generation to be familiar 
with the Christian story and for whom churches have cultural significance. And you will 
die, leaving behind a culture for whom the Christian story will be completely unknown.”93 
Every formula and every proposition must have agreed upon constants in order to make the 
formula work. Those constants are no longer a given.  
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 If the message of hope is to penetrate the hopelessness of a new generation, it will 
not happen by preaching propositions and self-help formulas designed for and spoken in 
the language of World War II veterans and baby boomers. This generation does not speak 
that language. The Hope has not changed but the language has. The church must embrace 
the language of a new generation; the language of image, metaphor and narrative.  
 
The Shortfall of Cultural Theology 
The West has experienced a cultural upheaval in the last half-century and the 
church has failed to meet the challenge presented by such a radical sociological shift. The 
evangelism methodologies used in the twentieth century no longer reflect our culture.  
Award-winning author Andy Crouch observes; “Everywhere in the 2000s, cultural 
majorities collapsed…We are all minorities now. There may never have been a society in 
history that was as culturally, religiously, and politically diverse as the United States is 
today—except perhaps the Roman Empire.”94Neighborhoods, schools and workplaces are 
more cosmopolitan and multi-cultural than ever, yet the timeless and unchanging gospel 
which should speak powerfully in this setting is hobbled by cultural limitations of our own 
making. The church lags behind society in its ability to adopt a “melting pot” mindset, 
rendering its culturally specific gospel “packaging” less able to speak to the brokenness of 
an incredibly diverse world. This author agrees with the conclusion of author Robert Greer 
who states, “It is my conviction that if theology cannot speak to people who are broken, it 
cannot speak at all.”95 
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SECTION THREE  
THESIS 
 
 Even though human brokenness is not a Twenty-First century phenomenon, the 
challenge of sharing the gospel is unique in this era. The present multigenerational, 
multicultural society makes it a perfect candidate for a narrative-style evangelism patterned 
after the ministry of Jesus. In Matthew 13:34 we read; “All these things Jesus spoke to the 
crowds in parables, and He did not speak to them without a parable.” His stories healed, 
mended and restored the shattered lives around him. A complex Twenty-First century 
society longs to be healed as well.  
 One way of explaining the complexity of this challenge is to compare society’s 
spiritual brokenness to a broken limb. Until the Twenty-First century, Western culture’s 
“break” was like a simple or clean break. Broken in one place, the limb was set using a cast 
until the single break mended and healed itself. One specific treatment, with little variation 
treated every simple break. In contrast, Twenty-First century brokenness should be 
compared to a compound fracture. This brokenness shatters the bone, breaks through the 
skin and requires broad treatment. Treating a compound fracture with a simple cast is 
insufficient. 
 Twenty-First century society has a compound fracture; the culture is shattered. 
Fragmented in ways unimaginable fifty years ago, the “cast” of culturally and 
generationally specific evangelism of the past century has failed to mend the spiritual 
brokenness of this century. Regarding the apostles, John Mark Terry says: “They began 
where their hearers were intellectually and spiritually and packaged their message in a way 
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that would appeal to the audience. This does not mean they changed the message. It just 
means they varied their approach according to the situation.”96 
This apostolic example calls the church to understand its patients and their wounds 
before effective treatment can be offered. Two major distinctions of present-day Western 
Culture create a unique challenge for sharing the gospel. First, is the racial/ethnic/cultural 
diversity present in most geographic locations. Second, is the increased number of 
generations, some the product of modernity and some post-modernism, living within the 
same communities.  
 
The Reality And Challenge Of Multiculturalism 
 
 Multiculturalism is the result of a shift from “Westernization to globalization.”97 
Anyone who is not aware of the growing multiculturalism and plurality within Western 
society has clearly not been paying attention. In short, the Western church may be the 
biggest culprit in not paying attention. Almost a decade ago, Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger 
spoke forcefully to this issue: 
When a culture is static, as the West was for many years, an understanding of 
outside culture is not as critical. The culture one imbibed as a baby often lasted a 
lifetime, and with church culture, the time span was far greater. In a time of 
immense cultural change, however, the church’s ignorance of the wider culture 
becomes problematic. Due to the cultural entrenchment, the church no longer 
relates to the surrounding culture, hence its increasing marginalization and 
perceived irrelevance.98 
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The church has too long operated in a bubble, pretending the world’s environment 
is not changing at warp speed. She continues to dress herself as a soda jerk99, serving up 
cherry phosphates to a world clamoring for their barista to serve them grande, soy-milk, 
half-caf mochas with two shots of espresso. The church is offering the gospel disguised as 
a product no one is asking for, to a group of people who no longer exist. Writing about 
freeing the church from Western Cultural captivity, Soong-Chan Rah asserts: “The 
American church needs to face the inevitable and prepare for the next stage of her 
history—we are looking at a nonwhite majority, multiethnic American Christianity in the 
immediate future…American evangelicalism remains…increasingly irrelevant…and [is] 
disconnected from both a global and a local reality.”100 
Although the church and its leaders are reluctant to admit it, Western culture is 
post-Christian. The outrage was explosive among church leaders when then candidate, 
Barak Obama stated, “America is no longer a Christian nation, at least, not just. We are 
also a Jewish nation, a Muslim nation, a Buddhist nation, and a Hindu nation, and a nation 
of nonbelievers.”101 Whatever he may have meant, the fact is, the statement is true as 
evidenced by the 2012 census.102 Again, Gibbs and Bolger observe:  
Since the 1950s, two cultural shifts affected the whole of society, embroiling the 
church at the same time. The first is the transition from Christendom to post-
Christendom, with the later exemplified by pluralism and a radical relativism…the 
church as an institution has lost its privileged position and increasingly occupies a 
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place on the margins of society alongside other recreational and non-profit 
organizations.103  
 
 A church disconnected from is local reality is ineffective in communicating the 
gospel and sometimes insults its audience instead. In his book entitled, Evangelism after 
Christendom, author Bryan Stone warns, “…evangelism is perceived as something to be 
feared, as a barrier to mutual respect, careful listening, open sharing and cooperation.” He 
continues, “…it is also the case in…an increasingly pluralistic culture…evangelizing is 
automatically connected to an attitude of intolerance and superiority toward others.”104 
 A predominantly Caucasian society of the mid-to-late twentieth century spawned 
preaching styles and evangelism techniques, which were shaped by and written for others 
like themselves. Throughout the twentieth-century the church used methods of outreach 
developed with a single-culture mindset. Rah remarks, “Fifty years ago, if you were asked 
to describe a typical Christian in the world, you could confidently assert that person to be 
an upper middle-class, white male, living in an affluent and comfortable Midwest 
suburb.”105 Given the pluralistic culture and egalitarian attitude present in the Twenty-First 
century, this is no longer an appropriate mindset for evangelistic endeavors. The heart of 
evangelism must transcend all potential cultural barriers: race, ethnicity, gender, culture 
and economic status. 
 America, as well as most of the West, has always been multicultural. However, for 
the first two hundred years of America’s history, immigrants either remained wholly in 
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their sub-culture (i.e., Little Saigon, Little Italy, China Town) or assimilated themselves 
into society. They learned the English language, slowly adopted the culturally accepted 
behaviors of their neighbors, and blended into society. That is no longer the norm. Many 
contemporary immigrants retain their original languages, dress, culinary customs and 
religions while moving freely in and with society at large. Society adjusts to them, not vice 
versa. This presents a formidable challenge to those hoping to communicate the gospel. 
That challenge is often met with one of three unsatisfactory responses: one, those who do 
not fit the “normal” demographic for twentieth-century evangelism models are ignored: 
two, they are confronted with ill-suited, outdated methods which are offensive and 
ineffective; three, immigrants are, with good intentions, approached with culturally-
specific, designed-for-them methods, which they find insensitive and stereotypical. Rah 
tells a story citing a denominational Vacation Bible School theme centered around Asian 
culture. Stereotypical images, including chopsticks, Chinese take-out boxes, and “ching-
chongy” music were used which caused Asian-American Christians grave concern.106 The 
issue is not only how this affected Asian-American Christians; rather, how it demonstrates 
the inability for mainstream Western Christianity to speak to a multicultural society. 
 Multiculturalism and its challenges are now permanent fixtures. The Christian 
Science Monitor cites recent studies when stating, “The proportion of under-18 Americans 
who are members of minority groups hit an all-time high last year… Moreover, the 
increase has little to do with new immigration or the stream of thousands of migrant 
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children who have been illegally crossing the US-Mexico border.”107 These under-18 
Americans are children born in the United States. They represent a pivotal generation, 
which must be reached with the gospel, and in such a way that is both effective and 
culturally sensitive.  
 With floods of immigrants108 and millions of second-generation Americans,109 
many of the formerly distinct lines of cultural separation have been blurred or even 
disappeared. The once “sacred spaces” of marriage, neighborhoods, workplaces, schools 
and churches which were reluctant to give up their cultural purity have given themselves 
over to cultural diversity, either by choice or by societal pressure. The presentation of the 
gospel using culturally-specific and insensitive methods is limited in its appropriateness 
given the dynamic of the world in which we live. 
 
The Reality And Challenge Of Multigenerationalism 
 
 In an age when a person born is nearly thirty times more likely to live to be 100 
than just a century ago,110 and where in England, a person is three times more likely to live 
to be 90 than just thirty years ago,111 the “graying” of society must be considered when 
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evaluating how the gospel is shared. Surprisingly, this aging segment of the population, 
like the rest of society is increasingly unchurched and lives without meaningful faith. 
Recent statistics show, “The population [of Americans] over 80 will be the fastest growing 
segment of the population for the next 40 years. This situation is not unique to the United 
States—nearly 40 percent of the population of the developed world will be over 55 by 
2050.”112 
 This longevity means it is not uncommon to have three or more generations living 
under the same roof and in the same neighborhood. Churches often find representatives 
from five or more generations attending the same worship service. Needless-to-say, uni-
generational preaching styles and evangelism methods miss the majority of those sitting in 
the pews and living in the houses surrounding the church building.  
Though the business sectors and marketing gurus of society are busy finding ways 
to reach specific generations, it would be advantageous for the church to realize there is 
common ground among these generations. Every worship service, sermon, and evangelism 
method does not need to be generation-specific. The church has fragmented its ministries 
into children’s programs, youth programs, boomer services, classic services, and 
contemporary services to name a few. Some even posit that in order to bridge the gaps 
between generations, more generational- specific services and ministries must be begun. 
For example, Bob Whitesel, professor at Indiana Wesleyan University, suggests, “…as a 
church grows with different generations, it is best to organize parallel worship 
celebrations, each with their own format, leadership, and accountability structure. The 
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organization of parallel worship services is one of the best ways for minimizing cultural 
friction.”113 This writer disagrees. The practice of parallel worship services has been tried 
and proves to actually bring about division within the church. Infighting about stylistic 
preference, which is usually generational preference, has led to jealousy in some cases and 
impotence, apathy or both in others.  
Even more significant than specific generational differences noted above, is the 
notable division between generations which are the product of modernity and 
postmodernity. Although there are many crucial differences between the two, Robert 
Greer, in summing up the conclusions of theologian Stanley Grenz says, “Roughly stated, 
modernism affirms the existence of absolute truths. Postmodernism affirms the opposite: 
the nonexistence of absolute truths.”114 Therefore much of evangelistic preaching and 
witnessing loses traction in the Twenty-First century. Leonard Sweet says, “…the church 
in the West clings desperately to the canons of the Age of Reason.”115 The evangelism and 
preaching of that age was built on the premise of absolute truths. Formulaic, propositional 
truths are perceived as irrelevant by the postmodern generation. 
The absence of absolute truth in tandem with religious pluralism elevates all 
religions and even the abstention from religion to equal consideration and status. As Bryan 
Stone sees it, “…the widespread advocacy of a ‘live and let live’ attitude in matters 
religious, of plurality as something to be embraced [means] we are more likely to 
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encounter a greater variety of cultural, ethnic, and religious diversity…leaving evangelism, 
when understood as a violation of this embrace and acceptance, in a state of disrepute.”116 
Postmoderns, because they tend to be more metaphysical and spiritual than their 
modern counterparts, are less likely to be manipulated by those things which are under 
human control. In assessing what lessons can be learned from postmoderns, Everts and 
Schaupp observe that, “the modern temptation [is] to view conversion as mostly a 
psychological phenomenon, an inner event that can be controlled and manipulated and 
triggered if we preach the gospel just right, sing the worship songs loud enough and dim 
the lights at just the right time.”117 The belief that one can argue with a preponderance of 
evidential facts, draw heavily from Biblical absolute truth, and rely solely on a 
manufactured environment to bring about spiritual conversion, leaves Christians looking 
like a Jurassic-age relic.  
Eddie Gibbs and Ryan Bolger make an astute observation in their book concerning 
the church’s role in a postmodern culture; “The church must recognize that we are in the 
midst of a cultural revolution and that nineteenth-century (or older) forms of church do not 
communicate clearly to Twenty-First century cultures. A major transformation in the way 
the church understands culture must occur …The church is a modern institution in a 
postmodern world, a fact that is often widely overlooked.”118 
The challenge is formidable. Called to evangelize, the church must assess the 
multigenerational, multicultural, postmodern world in which it exists and find fresh ways 
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to share the radical, life-changing gospel. The gospel must not lose its power to transform 
lives in the process. It must retain its subversive nature without being insulting or 
belittling. It must be accepting and affirming of all who long for wholeness without ever 
affirming or negating the seriousness of what has broken them in the first place.  
Against the backdrop of contemporary society and the inability of last century’s 
evangelistic methods to remain viable one could easily lose hope. Yet the gospel message 
must be shared. What is needed is a language which transcends generations and cultures. 
What is called for is a vehicle to transport the gospel to every generation, every race, tribe 
and tongue. It must be more memorable than words, more fluid than formulas and more 
powerful than an argument. It cannot be simply a method of man. It must be something 
worthy of God Himself.  
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The Language God Shares With Humankind 
 God shared part of Himself when He created humans. One of the things He shared 
is the language of story. An interesting quote by blogger Benjamin Kandt states, “God 
created people in His image and that includes our love of stories, because He is a 
storytelling God.”119 Story is more than a literary device used in the Bible. It is the way 
God speaks; it is His native tongue. Renowned author Calvin Miller writes, “Story is not 
just a biblical literary mode but an authentic communication form used first by God in 
inspiring Scripture and thus making it commendable for all those who later wish to 
communicate the ‘Big Story’ in effective ways.”120  
 God wrote His own autobiography through the pens of mortal men. This is His 
primary communication with creation for all time. What method, what mode did He use? 
Story. He chose to write hundreds of stories which when connected together spanned all of 
time and connected eternity past with eternity future. Those stories become one Story, an 
overarching, metanarrative which tells the greatest story ever told; a story of passion, 
rescue and love. 
 In her excellent book on preaching, Elizabeth Achtemeier observes, “…we are not 
given carefully shaped dogma about the providence of God…we are not only told that the 
New Age has dawned in Jesus Christ. Rather, we read stories—all types of stories…The 
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Bible does not push dogma upon us, it lets us enter into events by imagination, until the 
story becomes our story and we are transformed by it.”121  
 There is an old adage about how something is “lost” in the translation from one 
language to another. This is why when studying the classics, students often study the 
original language, enabling them to understand the writer’s intent. The church therefore, 
needs to study God’s original language of story in order to experience a sympathetic 
heartbeat with God. The mystery and wonder of God’s story are lost when imagery, 
metaphoric language and narrative are replaced by formula and propositions.  
 There other compelling reasons to use story in sharing the gospel. Story and 
storytelling are understood, even in the secular world, to be an innate part of what makes 
humans, human. In a review of Jonathan Gottschall’s book, The Storytelling Animal, Adam 
Gopnik writes the following in The New Yorker:  
There’s no escaping stories, or the pressures to tell them. Jonathan Gottschall’s new 
book, The Storytelling Animal, [posits] that human beings are natural storytellers—
that they can’t help telling stories, and that they turn things that aren’t really stories 
into stories because they like narratives so much. Everything—faith, science, 
love—needs a story for people to find it plausible. No story, no sale.122 
 
 Humans are, by their very nature, storytellers and story-lovers who allow story to 
impact them deeply. In her definitive work on storytelling, Annette Simmons writes; 
“…there is no tool more powerful than story. Jesus and Mohammed used story to redirect 
people’s lives. Cavemen used picture stories to elevate their status. Scheherazade endlessly 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 Elizabeth Achtemeier, Creative Preaching: Finding the Words (Nashville: Abingdon, 1980), 45-
46. 
 
122 Adam Gopnik, “Can Science Explain Why We Tell Stories?,” The New Yorker, May 18, 2012, , 
http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/books/2012/05/can-science-explain-why-we-tell-stories.html, 
(accessed November 02, 2012). 
 
 	  
49 
postponed her own execution by enchanting her would-be executioner with stories that 
were not to be continued until after her next scheduled execution time.”123 
 Stories animate and bring words to life. Stories keep memories alive and preserve 
them in Technicolor®. C. Edwin Bryson, master storyteller and author writes, “Stories 
color life and drip into our souls. In the end storytelling is no more than the art of setting 
people in front of life’s landscape and inviting them to paint on their imaginations.”124 
 Even political leaders like Abraham Lincoln knew the power of storytelling. From 
an early age, Lincoln learned to retell the adult stories of life in the simplistic, child-like 
language of story that were meaningful to him.125 The art of storytelling served Lincoln 
well as a public debater and speaker. In his biography of Lincoln, Fred Kaplan tells of how 
“one friend recalled, ‘No man could tell a story as well as he [Lincoln] could. He could 
convey his ideas on any subject through the form of a simple story or homely illustration 
with better effect than any man I knew.’”126 
 Presidents are not alone in finding storytelling to be powerful and illustrative. 
Storytelling in education is almost as old as the art itself. Many librarians are now being 
trained in the art of storytelling not only as a means of educating children, but to enhance 
management skills.127 Those teaching English as a second language tout the importance of 
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storytelling.128 In their article in the Early Childhood Education Journal, Isbell, Sobol, 
Lindauer and Lowrance, claim that storytelling increases comprehension, imaginative 
development and language skills.129 Storytelling is not only being used in settings where 
children are very young, but for older children as well, according to research done by 
Patricia Luse Smith.130 
 Storytelling is being used in the quest for social justice,131 in corporate boardrooms, 
in legal settings, technological disciplines and even in dealing with issues of race in an 
American culture that truly has become a melting pot. Carey says, “Storytelling may be 
one means of reducing ethnic conflict and creating a more tolerant classroom culture.”132 
 One recent development in the use of storytelling is in the area of addictions 
counseling. At a recent Storytellers Conference in Carlisle, Kentucky, Paschal Baute Ed.D. 
and Charles Taylor presented a seminar on how they use storytelling in their recovery 
program. Charles, a graduate of the program, after twenty-five years of cocaine use, is 
using storytelling to help addicts.133 He encourages recovering addicts to weave their own 
stories into his. His success rate is far above the national average. 
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 Adding to the testimonials of how storytelling has transformed prison ministry is 
Kathy McGregor who brought her storytelling project to Northwest Arkansas Prison in 
2011. She says, “There’s power in story and a particular power in learning to tell your own 
story and having it told back to you.”134 
 The anecdotal evidence, scientific research and theological premise all support the 
thesis that narrative, with its descriptive metaphors and creative imagery is transformative, 
influential and educational. It is innately human and the soul longs for a true story. Richard 
Jensen claims, “People all over the world are proclaiming fairy tales that never come 
true…[but] preachers have the highest and holiest of fairy tales to tell…a tale that is 
(incredibly!) true. So incredible is it, in fact, that few preachers risk the telling.”135 
 As the church contemplates the power of narrative as a possible means to 
communicate the gospel to multiple generations and cultures simultaneously,	  there are 
several considerations which warrant examination.  
 Consideration One: Modernity was driven by text. Postmodernity is driven by 
image, metaphor and narrative. 136 The last few generations were raised on Sesame Street 
®, XBOX®, and IMAX®. They watch 3-D television and movies at home. They are 
fascinated by color, movement and story. Even those raised during the age of modernity 
are increasingly influenced by image. Postmodern writers of ad copy use text and words 
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sparingly and tell the story of their product with images. One need look no further than the 
wordless Budweiser® Super Bowl commercials to see the power of image.137 This society 
is accustomed to Instagram® where paragraphs of text can be conveyed in seconds with 
one image. The church, however, resists change and instead of using story and image to 
leave a lasting impression it uses black and white, still, passionless text. Gibbs and Bolger 
state, “The church continues to communicate a verbal, linear, and abstract message to a 
culture whose primary language consists of sound, visual images and experience, in 
addition to words. Meaningful activity assumes the convergence of sound, sight and touch 
through activities, rituals, and stories.”138 
 Consideration Two: Narrative and image motivate to action more powerfully than 
do formulas and propositions. Even when formulas are technically correct or propositions 
absolutely true, it does not guarantee action will be taken on the information given. New 
York Times bestselling author, Peter Guber, states in an article written for Psychology 
Today, 
PowerPoint presentations may be powered by state-of-the-art technology. But 
reams of data rarely engage people to move them to action. Stories, on the other 
hand, are state-of-the-heart technology—they connect us to others. They provide 
emotional transportation, moving people to take action on your cause because 
they…identify with the characters in a narrative or share an experience—courtesy 
of the images evoked in the telling.139 
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 If the purpose of evangelism and gospel preaching is to illicit an action in which 
those who are far from God are moved to examine Christ’s claims and ultimately choose to 
follow Him, it is, using Guber’s logic, more likely to happen as a result of image-rich, 
heart-warming narrative than with presentations of textual reasoning. 
 Richard Jensen, professor emeritus at Lutheran School of Theology Chicago, goes 
so far as to distinguish: 
…metaphors of participation and metaphors of illustration. Metaphors of 
illustration are the typical fare of sermons based on ideas. The preacher 
occasionally tells a story in order to illustrate an idea. Once the listeners get the 
point, they can forget the story. In contrast, parables in the New Testament are 
metaphors of participation, which means you get the ‘point’ (so to speak) only 
through the story. Story creates meaning; it does not illustrate meaning.140 
 
 If the purpose of the church is to not only produce disciples of Christ who 
understand principles, but disciple-producing disciples of Christ who invite others into the 
process, metaphors of participation are essential. Guber adds, “Equally important, [stories] 
turn the audience/listeners into viral advocates of the proposition, whether in life or in 
business, by paying the story—not just the information—forward.”141 
Consideration Three: The coupling of the ancient art of storytelling and 
contemporary creativeness strengthens both. Although one may be tempted to think of 
storytelling and storytellers in medieval terms, amidst court jesters and knights in shining 
armor, the truth is that Twenty-First century storytelling is made even more powerful and 
interactive through the use of cutting-edge technology. Technology amplifies the story, 
enhances it and brings it to life in ways unimaginable only a few years ago. For example, 
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Intel Labs® has taken storytelling to a whole new level using 3-D imagery. Storytelling 
has entered the virtual world so story-hearers are also story-experiencers. Intel’s website 
describes it like this: “We’re on the verge of a storytelling revolution, with disruptive 
technologies that blur the lines between digital and physical worlds.”142 
This type of technology may not be available to the church for quite some time. 
However, other forms of story-enhancing methods are easily obtained.  
Consideration Four: Storytelling the gospel transcends many of the normal 
objections and fears of evangelism. In a culture where resistance to confrontation and fear 
of rejection runs deep, sharing the gospel in narrative form is a welcome paradigm shift. 
Richard Jensen explains, “…story preaching has become possible in our culture today 
precisely because the communication environment has changed…People have grown 
weary of constant eyeball to eyeball confrontation…the signs that the communication 
environment in which we live has altered, are increasingly visible. Stories have a future 
among us.143 
The perception that one must be an extrovert in order to share the gospel with non-
believers has made the challenge to involve the average church member in evangelism 
nearly insurmountable. Christine Dillon has written about combining storytelling with 
gospel presentation and states, “Some introverts may have struggled with any form of 
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evangelism since the word tends to be associated—mistakenly—with extroversion. 
Storying is one form of evangelism…that can be performed by introverts.”144  
Consideration Five: Storytelling returns to a primal instinct of humankind. Story is 
primarily an oral tradition, a tradition largely lost in recent history. However Jonah Sachs, 
in his groundbreaking book, Winning The Story Wars says, “…the oral tradition that 
dominated human experience for all but the last few hundred years is returning with a 
vengeance. It’s a monumental, epoch-making, totally unforeseen turn of events.” 145 
A significant connection exists between the oral tradition of the past and the 
preoccupation with image of the present. Musician, performer and professional storyteller, 
Doug Lipman, says, “The storyteller begins with images of the story. Using oral language, 
he or she makes it possible for listeners to create their own images of the story…oral 
language…forms the bridge between the images in the minds of the teller and the 
audience.”146 
Oral language is important for two reasons. One, imagery compliments the 
preferred modes of learning and remembrance147 in Western culture; visual, auditory, 
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kinesthetic and verbal/conceptual,148 and after all, learning and remembrance are two key 
elements of discipleship. Paul Smith cites statistics in his book, Lead with a Story, which 
support this statement. According to Smith, “Forty percent [are] predominantly visual 
learners. Another forty percent will be auditory…”149 These figures indicate that a full 
eighty percent of all listeners could be potentially impacted by a story told (auditory) 
which evokes vivid imagery (visual). Regarding the link between learning through storying 
and evangelism Dillon says, “In one sense, you could say that storying is ‘discipling 
people to conversion.’”150 Two, in a society which is saturated with digital imagery yet is 
stretching back in history to embrace the oral tradition, Sachs says, “…we might 
meaningfully call whatever’s coming next the digitoral era…[and] this new age will 
undoubtedly contain elements of both traditions… .”151 
Anecdotal evidence also suggests more efficient and long-lasting memory 
associated with storytelling.152 John Walsh, President of International Learning Solutions 
relates such a story in his book, The Art of Storytelling. He tells of a mother who was 
having a difficult time remembering the sermon from the morning service. Even after 
retrieving her notes, she was unable to recount the sermon’s main points for her husband. 
Her daughter, who had been taught the same content in story-form; “…exclaimed, ‘I 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
148 Lipman, Improving Your Storytelling, 41. 
 
149 Paul Smith, Lead with a Story: A Guide to Crafting Business Narratives That Captivate, 
Convince, and Inspire (New York: American Management Association, 2012), 11. 
 
150 Dillon, Telling the Gospel through Story, 12. 
 
151 Sachs, Winning the Story Wars, 15. 
 
152 On a personal note, the author of this dissertation grew up in a pastor’s home and listened to 
hundreds of his father’s sermons. Several decades later there is no recollection of outlines, points and 
propositions, yet there is absolute recall on practically every story he ever told. 
 
 	  
57 
remember what Mr. Gorman spoke about in children’s church.’ With that the child went 
into enthusiastic detail about all her teacher had spoken about [and] was able to relate in a 
way that made her parents wish they had been able to hear such an exciting presentation of 
the gospel.”153 
Consideration Six: Storytelling creates common experience. The age of 
Enlightenment brought a great emphasis on individualism which affected the forms and 
types of evangelism used for the last few centuries. These methods emphasized an 
individual’s decision to follow Christ irrespective of the communal ramifications or 
responsibility. The postmodern world is much more attuned to the concept of community 
and relationship than recent generations. In a book to be released in 2015, Leonard Sweet 
captures this sentiment in the title; Me to We: God’s New Social Gospel. Others are calling 
attention to this shift as well. For example, Peter Guber shares a business principle with 
huge implications for evangelism: 
The most propulsive business stories shine the light on an interest, goal, or problem 
that both the teller and the audience share. The power of these stories stems from 
the strong me-to-we connection that forms as soon as it registers that the teller is 
talking about a feeling or situation that the listener personally has experienced. That 
connection ignites the audience’s empathy, secures their trust in the teller, and 
guarantees their interest in the call to action.154 
 
The concept of community is custom tailored for sharing the gospel and is integral 
to the New Testament portrayal of Christianity. Guber goes on to say, “The beauty of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
153 John Walsh, The Art of Storytelling: Easy Steps to Presenting an Unforgettable Story (Chicago: 
Moody Publishers, 2003), 14. 
 
154 Peter Guber, Tell to Win: Connect, Persuade, and Triumph with the Hidden Power of Story (New 
York: Crown Business, 2011), 35. 
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me-to-we factor is that is highlights the essence of [story] telling to win as a shared 
experience.”155 
The concept of community as it relates to sharing the gospel is profound. D. Bruce 
Seymour observes, “Stories are intrinsically relational, because every story involves at 
least two people, a teller and a listener.”156  
Consideration Seven: Story is the language of subjective experience. The attempt 
to share a subjective experience like spiritual rebirth and its journey with language which 
is objective, exact and quantitative, is severely handicapped at the outset. Jack Maguire 
points out, “…when human beings themselves are the medium…messages tend to be 
narrative in style and experiential in content.”157 
Because things of a spiritual nature are experiential, it follows they would also be 
described using an experientially-friendly medium. “Preaching [sharing the gospel],” as 
Richard Jensen observes, “that is faithful to the Bible and faithful to shared human history 
and experience will find room for the storyteller’s art.”158 Since sharing the gospel is 
sharing experience more than sharing facts, figures and formulas, Jensen says, 
“Storytelling and gospel-telling are inextricably wrapped up with one another.”159 
These seven considerations buttress the case for the use of narrative, or story in 
Twenty-First century gospel presentations. However, there is even more to consider. 
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Regarding the cultural universality of narrative David Armstrong states, “Stories are 
demographic-proof. Everybody—regardless of age, race, or gender—likes to listen to 
stories.”160  Further consideration must be given to the particulars and distinctions of this 
mode of evangelism which allow storytelling to be effectively used across cultural, 
generational and racial/ethnic boundaries. 
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Are There Common Themes For Every Culture And Generation? 
 
Because great value was placed on individuality during modernity, generalities and 
commonalities are often overlooked. The tendency, for example, when talking about bread 
is to use terminology like tortilla, pita, hamburger bun, baguette, bagel, Navajo fry bread, 
Matzo, biscuit, hushpuppy, pancake, muffin or rye. What is avoided in an over-descriptive 
society is the word…bread…just plain bread. If one tells the tale of a hushpuppy in a 
Northern state they may be met with blank stares. The word “bread” on the other hand, 
although mentally provoking different images, will always be understood to mean a staple 
food item. The desire to be specific is deep rooted. Most were admonished by parents and 
teachers to “be specific.” Creative writing classes encouraged discarding generalities and  
embracing “descriptive words.” The irrational valuing of specifics over generalities has 
even earned it a behavioral bias label; “conjunction fallacy.”161 When the desire to be 
descriptive and the tendency to be loyal to personal preferences merge, the result is often a 
term of specificity that denies understanding to those outside our “group.”  
 Thus, when relating a story with the purpose of exposing someone to the gospel, 
cultural or generational specifics can greatly diminish the ability of a person to understand. 
For example, to cite the culturally-specific storyline of an old episode of The Andy Griffith 
Show as a springboard into a discussion about community values to a fifteen year-old 
Hispanic, will not only be counterproductive but confusing. 
 The tendency toward cultural or generational specificity greatly reduces the 
effectiveness of narrative in gospel sharing. Robert McAfee Brown addresses this issue 
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when he states, “If the story is too dissimilar to my own, so that I can get no grip upon it, 
find no point of contact between it and myself, I will become increasingly frustrated with 
attempts to understand it and I will finally give up in despair.”162 
 Diverse cultures and people groups, whether based on nationality, ethnicity, age, 
geography, culture or affinities all have their specific stories. For example, “Storytelling 
has always been a cornerstone of cultural heritage in Appalachia,” writes Cora Saar 
Walters in her thesis.163 Appalachian stories “are likely to have themes of coalmining, 
hunting, bootlegging and ghost stories,” says Tipper Pressley.164 
 Thus, one could assume that sharing the gospel by addressing different cultures 
differently, may have been correct. This may have been true when one had the ability to 
receive intensive training in the cultural nuances of a specific group or had the benefit of 
dealing with only one culture. However, for the average follower of Christ in the Twenty-
First century, whether they are pastor or parishioner, neither is likely in the multicultural 
world in which they live. As Gibbs and Bolger state, “There is now a growing realization 
that churches in the West face a missional challenge, one that is increasingly cross-cultural 
in nature.”165 
In her Master’s Thesis regarding the use of storytelling among Cambodian 
Immigrants, Catherine Zimmerman cites editors Birren, Kenyon, Ruth, Schroots and 
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Svensson in a 1996 article entitled, Aging and Biography: Explorations in Adult 
Development: “Common threads in the fabric of virtually everyone’s life contain branching 
points that include family history, the role of money, the history of one’s life work, 
physical and mental health, the development of sexual identity, ideas about death, spiritual 
life and values and changing goals and aspirations.”166 Therefore, those who tell the gospel 
story to a multi-cultural society must identify the themes that will transcend cultural 
differences and “ring true” in the hearts of everyone who hears. We can identify these 
themes by listening to the stories of different cultures, observing the prioritization of their 
societies and comparing them to priorities of one’s own indigenous culture. 
  
Five Common Themes 
 As one considers a multiplicity of storytelling venues, common themes which are 
present in the majority of generations and cultures emerge. Although they sometimes 
overlap and are variations on a theme, five major themes seem to be prevalent.  
 
1. Family And Relationships  
 In practically every culture the family unit, although defined differently167, is a 
common and integral theme. Structure may differ but function is significantly the same.168  
In his book about Native American storytelling, Joseph Bruchac writes, “The importance 
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of the family, an extended family, the realization that cooperation is the best way to live as 
human beings …are…universal truths among American Indian tribal nations.”169 In some 
cultures, family and religion are tied together inseparably. In quoting Knoll’s Becoming 
Americans: Asian Sojourners, Immigrants and Refugees in the Western United States, 
Zimmerman writes, “Religion and family are intricately entwined for Cambodians. 
Cambodian families worship together, study at the temple, and celebrate festivals and 
holidays.”170 Similar observations have been made in the vast majority of cultures which 
have been studied.171  
 
2. Food And Drink (Hunger And Thirst)  
 Another universal theme is that of hunger/thirst and food/drink. All living beings 
must obtain nourishment to sustain life. Everyone has been hungry and thirsty and most 
have experienced the satisfaction food and drink bring. From the first moments of life until 
life is drawing to a close, eating is essential to physical well-being. So deeply engrained in 
human behavior is the act of eating that discussions about life, figures of speech and many 
colloquialisms revolve around food and drink.172  
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3. Money (Currency)/Wealth/Poverty/Investment   
 The concept of money and its power has more variations, but is just as universal as 
the others. A culture may produce legal tender, barter cows, exchange labor for goods and 
services or use shells, spices, cocoa powder, leather or stone,173 but the need to exchange 
and accumulate wealth or the inability to do so (poverty) are foundational in most cultures. 
 
4. Agriculture/Farming (Sowing And Reaping)/Animal Husbandry (Reproduction) 
 Closely tied to the concept of food and drink, agriculture provides much of what 
one needs to eat and drink, especially in some parts of the world. Whether a person simply 
grows enough food for his family in the backyard or raises a few chickens to provide meat 
and eggs, the concept is understood. Additionally, a basic understanding resides 
universally of “like begets like” whether the story/discussion involves apples or pigs. In a 
slightly wider frame this category, along with the next, can be influenced by a crossover 
concept of nature in general. This would include but not be limited to themes such as 
weather, calamities, floods and storms. 
 Alan Hirsch, who writes specifically about how the church can most effectively 
reach a postmodern culture, calls this category “ecological.” He states, “The Bible is laced 
with organic images that engender an ‘ecological view’ of church and leadership (seeds, 
ground, yeast, body, flock, trees, etc.).”174 
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5. Life And Death 
 The circle of life is inescapable. From an early age, in all cultures, one hears stories 
devised to deal with the inevitability of life and death. It is truly the one universal concept 
which cannot be avoided or ignored. 
 It should be noted that several of these foundational concepts can be intertwined, 
for example, life and death with the normal cycle of farming or food and drink with 
agriculture. Hybrid themes also run through more than one of these five. For example, the 
need to work and provide for the family marries the important concepts of family with 
money and wealth into a subcategory of PROVISION. There are many variations on the 
themes themselves.175 
In her book on bridging language barriers, Margaret Read MacDonald recalls a 
personal experience of a difficult meeting where there seemed to be no common language: 
“The hard wall of mistrust melted somewhat as they made their way into the story that they 
imagined. Perhaps it provided associations for them. Childhood, death, magic, mothers, 
food, old languages, gardens and memories. The stuff of everyone’s remembrances.”176  
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Precedent 
 
 Evidence suggests all cultures and generations use these themes in their narratives. 
Although an exhaustive examination of every cultural example is impractical, two major 
biblical precedents; that of the Old Testament/Hebrew/Rabbinical model and the ministry 
of Jesus will be cited.  Other cultural examples will be cited in a less comprehensive 
manner.  
 
The Old Testament/Hebrew/Rabbinic Example 
 Though it is commonly thought that parabolic177 teaching is a New Testament 
phenomenon, the use of metaphor and story, as observed in the Old Testament was a 
customary practice of the time. D. Bruce Seymour explains, “Parables, and the metaphors 
that empower them, are used to affect attitudes, compel a decision, or change behavior. 
This was a very common way to use language in the ancient Mediterranean world.”178  
 Parabolic teaching was not unique to Jesus. He simply carried on an Old Testament 
and rabbinical way of speaking. Kenneth Baily further explains when he says:  
Metaphorical language is the primary language…The reader of Isaiah 53:7-8 [for 
example] knows that the lamb is unjustly treated and that it is silent. Thoughtful 
contemplation on this ‘parable of the lamb before its killer and shearer’ has for 
centuries taken readers into great depths of meaning that reach far beyond the 
interpretation that encases the parable.179 
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Although not necessarily parabolic, much of the Old Testament is narrative in 
form. Beginning in Genesis there are the stories of creation, the flood, the adventures of 
Joseph and his brothers, Abraham, Lot and Sodom and Gomorrah just to name a few. The 
book of Exodus could rightly be called The Story of the Exodus. Throughout books that are 
often classified as poems or proverbs, stories are still present. The historical books tell 
colorful stories of men like Elijah on Mount Carmel and David fighting Goliath. The 
Major and Minor Prophets are also storytelling books. “Storytelling,” states Austin Tucker, 
“has always been a vital part of Hebrew tradition.”180 Running through these Old 
Testament stories are the themes of family, life and death and provision. 
This Old Testament method of teaching not only applied to teaching spiritual truth, 
but was of particular benefit for passing down family experiences and history. Jensen cites 
the work of Gerhard von Rad when he states, “…each generation of Israel had to become 
Israel [again]. They did so by bringing their story up to date.”181 
The admonition from the Psalmist in Psalm 78:1-4 is indicative of this kind of 
generation-to-generation transfer: 
Stories we heard from our fathers, 
    Counsel we learned at our mother’s knee. 
We’re not keeping this to ourselves, 
    We’re passing it along to the next generation— 
God’s fame and fortune, 
    The marvelous things he has done.182 
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 Christine Dillon observes, “We need to remember that the Israelites were brought 
up on the stories of God’s dealings with them. For example, their main festival is Passover. 
This celebration included a retelling within the family context of how God saved them.”183 
 Dan Ben-Amos, noted authority on Jewish folklore and literature explains there 
were many kinds of storytellers in Biblical times:  
In the biblical period there were speakers and singers who specialized in certain 
genres of oral literature. The moshlim were those who spoke in parables (“bards,” 
Num. 21:27; “riddlemonglers,” Eze. 21:5). Jer. (9:16) refers to the meqonenot 
(“mourning women”) and the hakhamot (“wise women”) as paired female wailers. 
Male and female singers, sharim and sharot respectively, were part of the royal 
entourage of entertainers (1 Sam. 19:36), and post-exilic texts refer to the singers’ 
role in the cultic worship in the Temple (Ezra 2:41; Neh. 12:28).184 
 
 Unlike cultures which abandoned storytelling during the Enlightenment and 
modernity, timeless oral tradition remained constant in the Hebrew culture. In 
contemporary Hassidic culture the emphasis on storytelling is still extremely important. 
Yitzhak Buxbaum, a maggid, or Jewish religious storyteller himself explains the priority of 
story within the Hassidic tradition when he states, “Through the ages, storytelling has been 
important…the greatest Jewish teachers were expert storytellers. Hasidism particularly 
emphasizes sacred storytelling and the sacred story…Hasidism vigorously encouraged 
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storytelling [and] according to Hasidic teaching, storytelling is a holy activity equal to 
Torah study or prayer.”185 
 If the religious tradition from which Christianity emerged has such emphasis on 
storytelling, why is there such resistance within the church?  One objection is the 
augmentation to the storyline literalists fear when storytelling strays from the text. 
However, this is common practice in the Hebrew tradition without the essence of the story 
ever being lost. As Dasee Berkowitz explains in an article detailing how Jews celebrate 
Passover: 
During the Passover season, we all become storytellers par excellence…we are 
commanded to “tell your child” the story of the Exodus and “all that the Lord did 
for me when I left Egypt,”…if we were only to tell the literal story, we would open 
up the book of Exodus and begin reading. We don’t…we weave together a 
powerful story, filled with its own kind of magic…With the stated goals that “in 
every generation one should see oneself as if one had [personally] gone out of 
Egypt,” we are invited to add our own voice to the story. [For] “all who expound 
upon the Passover story shall be praised.”186 
 
 This backdrop gave Jesus the perfect setting for His parabolic teaching using the 
common themes. His audience understood the concept of teaching through narrative. The 
themes Christ used to teach were established. The transition from the Hebrew tradition of 
storying to the pedagogical methods of Jesus is seamless. 
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The Jesus Example 
The examples within Jesus’ ministry and teaching must be considered heavily. 
After all, Jesus came to birth the Kingdom of God. Alan Hirsch uses the birth metaphor 
when alluding to the stories of Jesus as helping “deliver” the truths of God’s Kingdom. He 
states, “A midwife aids and assists the birth of a child…Jesus is very ‘midwifey’ through 
his use of questions, stories and parables.”187 
Jesus was a master storyteller. Benjamin Kandt observes, “Jesus steps onto the 
scene as the Great Protagonist of all of history and He continues in God’s way by teaching 
through story.”188 The four gospels are not a complete history of every lesson taught or 
every sermon preached by Christ, but, “If the Gospel accounts are an accurate guide, Jesus’ 
preaching most commonly started with stories, rather than with a text,” says Tony 
Cartledge in his book, Telling Stories: Tall Tales and Deep Truths. He goes on to say, 
“Jesus knew the power of a story to set minds in motion and raise questions that might 
otherwise remain dormant.”189 Storytelling was such an integral part of how Jesus taught 
that Christine Dillon says, “For [Jesus], not using a story was an exception.”190 
Jesus used parables, almost exclusively in His storytelling. “Most parables,” 
according to Eugene Peterson, the author of The Message version of the Bible, “have 
another significant feature.” He writes, 
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The subject matter is usually without apparent religious significance. They are 
stories about farmers and judges and victims, about coins and sheep and prodigal 
sons, about wedding banquets, building barns and towers and going to war, a friend 
who wakes you in the middle of the night to ask for a loaf of bread, the courtesies 
of hospitality, crooks and beggars and fig trees and manure. The conversations that 
Jesus had as He walked on Samaritan roads were with people who had a different 
idea of God than what Jesus was revealing or maybe not much of an idea at all. 
[His] choice [was] to converse with these people, stories that didn’t use the name of 
God, stories that didn’t seem to be religious.191 
 
Jesus accomplished this primarily using the five universal themes. The parables 
(stories) of Jesus illustrate He not only understood these themes, but regularly called upon 
them in His parables to drive His point home. Simon Kistemaker claims, “The examples of 
Jesus used in telling His parables are true to life and people relate to them without any 
difficulty. He relates stories of events that could have happened in the daily lives of that 
day. Anyone could readily identify with the roles people filled, work they did, relations 
that were broken and restored, losses they sustained and happiness they experienced.”192 
Jesus’ storytelling marries spiritual concepts with everyday circumstances. 
Summing this up in his article, “Jesus as Storyteller: Literary Perspectives on the 
Parables,” Kistemaker states, “By using open-ended parables, Jesus drew His listeners into 
real-life situations and presented them with the need for a decision on their parts…All in 
all, the parables of Jesus were in a category all their own and were quite distinct from other 
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parabolic teachings in their timelessness and universality.”193 It is the universal themes 
identified above which will become evident in the following examples. 
 FAMILY – Both in his teachings, healings, personal priorities and parables, Jesus 
illustrates His deep love and appreciation for children, family relationships and internal 
dynamics of the family unit. 
• Children in the Market194  
• Prodigal Son195  
• Two Sons196  
 FOOD AND DRINK – Jesus’ first miracle revolved around wine and one of the 
New Testament’s most adored stories is the “Feeding of the 5000”. Jesus refers to Himself 
metaphorically as both Living Water and Bread of Life. One of the Pharisees greatest 
complaints against Jesus was that He ate and drank with sinners. Central to the concept of 
Communion is the common (eating) table. 
• Parable of the Dinner197  
• Leaven198  
• Salt with No Taste199 
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 MONEY (CURRENCY)/WEALTH/POVERTY/INVESTMENT – So many of 
Jesus’ life lessons used money as a theme: The widow’s mite, the coin with Caesar’s 
likeness, the temple-tax coin in the fish’s mouth, and the temple money changers, to name 
a few. Jesus also discouraged the practice of accumulating earthly treasure (money). 
• Hidden Treasure200  
• Lost Coin201  
• Ten Talents202 
AGRICULTURE/FARMING (SOWING AND REAPING)/ANIMAL 
HUSBANDRY (REPRODUCTION) – Jesus lived in an agrarian society. Wheat, figs, 
dates, almonds, and olives grew in the fields and groves around His homeland. Vineyards 
reached as far as the eye could see. Sheep grazed on the hillsides surrounding the villages. 
Beasts of burden, camels and goats were common sights. Most everyone who heard him 
speak had some connection to this theme. 
• Barren Fig Tree203 
• Mustard Seed204  
• The Sower205 
 LIFE AND DEATH – The Roman occupation of Israel put death on display for all 
to see. Crucifixion was a public event. Without the benefits of modern medicine, death was 
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experienced early and often by family members. Funeral processions wound their way 
through city streets where the wailing of family members could be heard inside every 
household. Death was an unavoidable fixture in daily life. 
• Rich Man and Lazarus206 
• Rich Fool207 
• Landowner208 
Jesus rarely spoke in public about topics which would have a limited audience. His 
understanding of common themes among common people filled His sermons with stories 
and everyone who heard Him could comprehend. He was overheard by Roman soldiers 
(Gentiles) as He spoke to His primary audiences of Jews. However, He spoke about things 
(themes) to which they all related. Fishermen, tax collectors, zealots all had their own 
agendas and peculiarities. Still, day after day they listened to Jesus teach using the themes 
of family, food and drink, money, agriculture and life and death as the backdrop for His 
stories. 
Veteran youth pastor and public school teacher, Jon Huckins writes, “Jesus was the 
ultimate communicator…[He] had a very powerful message, and He wasn’t afraid to 
communicate it. Jesus was the ultimate preacher, speaker, and storyteller; and we must 
grow into a better understanding of the kind of communicator Jesus was.”209 
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The Cultural Mandate 
 Throughout history different cultures from different parts of the world have told 
stories. So prevalent is storytelling and so deeply has it permeated society as a whole that 
Twany Schlieski of Intel Lab’s Leviathan Project says, “There is no recorded society that 
doesn’t tell stories.”210 There are many purposes and motives for storytelling. Some are 
serious; stories to pass on the history of a people. Some are therapeutic; stories to make 
people laugh or take their minds away from back-breaking labor. The traditions are many, 
but a common thread runs through each tradition—stories are powerful. In the introduction 
to their book entitled, What’s Your Story, Ryan Matthews and Watts Wacker make this 
incredible statement concerning story and business: “Long before the first formal business 
was established, before the first deal, the six most powerful words in any language were 
‘Let me tell you a story.’”211 
 Different cultures in different parts of the world have used storying to pass on 
wisdom, a practice author Heather Forest calls, “wisdom tales.” She states, “A story can be 
a powerful teaching tool. In folktales told far and wide, characters may gain wisdom 
[through] folktales, parables and proverbs. A story’s plot may inspire listeners to reflect on 
personal actions, decision making, or behavior.”212 
 The African-American storytelling tradition began in Africa with an individual 
known as the griot. This person was responsible for preserving the cultural history and 
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spiritual journey of their people through song, dance and storytelling.213 That tradition has 
been carried down through generations of African-Americans and still exists in Africa. In 
Talk That Talk, an anthology of African-American storytelling, its authors describe the 
storyteller; “…these folks have gone by many names. Today they are called preachers, 
healers, teachers, comedians, blues singers, poets, dancers, rappers, liars, painters and 
historians…storytellers will use whatever it takes to get the story across. To see them tell 
the story is to experience highlights of the African ritual…”214  
 As the Acadians, commonly known as Cajuns, migrated from Canada in the late 
1700’s, they brought with them language and cultural traditions. They encountered a 
completely different climate, new challenges like hurricanes, snakes and alligators. Their 
lives mingled with those who had already settled French Louisiana. As a result of their 
struggles, hardships and persecution, their stories revolved around and preserved their 
history. Acclaimed Cajun storyteller, J.J. Reneaux recounts in his book, “In time, the 
Cajuns modified their own stories to suit their adopted homeland…[and] all these elements 
combined with Cajun traditions, creating a gumbo of folklore that is unique in American 
culture.”215 
The Native Americans have a rich storytelling tradition as well. It is also apparent 
when examining their stories that they are very closely aligned with common themes from 
other cultures. Shannon Smith, on her website which discusses Native American Women’s 
culture notes these reasons for storytelling: 
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Creation stories establish origin of life and values. Education stories teach 
etiquette, lessons and morals. Healing stories make an impact on the wounds 
caused by the past or present and seek to make a positive return back to strength, 
faith, tradition and family. The act of storytelling is also healing itself by giving a 
voice to the lost and silent. Stories reflect the cycle of life and the resilience of 
the Native way.216 
 
Lastly, consider Chinese storytelling. Of all the cultures with strong traditions of 
oral storytelling, the moral and behavioral expectations of the Chinese may be the greatest. 
The ancient Chinese storyteller, Su Dongpo (1036-1101) is reported to have said, 
Whenever the children of the lanes and streets are naughty and their parents get 
annoyed, they hastily give them some coins and tell them to go and sit down to 
listen to stories about old times. When the tale of The Three Kingdoms is told, and 
they hear about the defeat of Liu Bei, they fret and some even shed tears. When 
they hear of Cao Cao’s defeat, they become happy and applaud. This shows that the 
worthy man and the mean will both leave their mark, not to be erased in a hundred 
generations.217 
 
Implications For The Gospel Story 
 
 The case for the necessity of implementing image-rich, metaphor-heavy narrative 
in the presenting the Truth of God’s redemptive plan is overwhelming. It is a powerful 
method of presenting the gospel, whether in personal relationships or in congregational 
application. The purpose here is not to be an instructional manual on how to write, tell or 
create stories. Volumes have already been written on the methodology of storytelling. Each 
person, whether their desire is to enlighten one or one thousand with the tantalizing tale of 
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Jesus, will have to discover for themselves how the interwoven narrative of God’s gift of 
grace and their exposure to it will be crafted in their very own “once upon a time” story.  
However, some general suggestions can be gleaned from those who are already 
using narrative to communicate the gospel. Tony Guthrie, for example, tells his homiletic 
students he rarely prepares a sermon in his office. Instead he reads the narrative many 
times, envisioning the story and his congregation. He becomes part of the story and is able 
to tell it with flair. He advises his students to do this before they consult their 
commentaries to avoid allowing the commentators to interpret the story for them.218 
 Des Cummings, Jr. suggests identifying the dynamics of the story.219 
Understanding the components of the biblical story; motivations, results, elements of the 
gospel story and how they were lived out in the characters of the story, for example, can 
enhance one’s ability to use the story effectively. 
 Austin Tucker recommends that one, “help the listener see and feel and even smell 
the story as well as hear it.”220 In his book, The Preacher as Storyteller, he recounts 
hearing a story fifty years ago about the teller of the story receiving a new book in the 
mail. As he told about opening the package he described the smell of the new book. Tucker 
says he has never forgotten the story’s “smell” of printer’s ink and binder’s glue.221 This 
concept hearkens back to the Jewish method of storytelling around the table where, as 
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Dillon tells us, “The story was undergirded by the food they ate—roast lamb, unleavened 
bread and bitter herbs. All were reminders of their great salvation story.”222 
 The Native American culture also sees the value in the multi-sensory experience of 
story. Shannon Smith quotes Cherokee Sioux, Valerie Redhorse, who is a filmmaker and 
actress who says, “‘Storytelling…is engaging the eye, ear and the soul.’ It activates all the 
senses and emotions.” 223 
 
Conclusion 
 
 Regardless of the century lived in, the dominant cultural influence, the economic 
status attained, the race inherited, the religion chosen or the group of people one calls 
“family,” story has great influence. It is difficult to overestimate the effect narrative has on 
both individual and community life. In Storycatcher, author Christina Baldwin claims: 
“Life hangs on a narrative thread. This thread is a braid of stories that inform us about who 
we are and where we come from, and where we might go. The thread is slender but strong; 
we trust it to hold us and allow us to swing over the edge of the known into the future we 
dream in words…Story—the abundance of it, and the lack of it—shapes us.”224 
If the Twenty-First century holds a new set of challenges for the world at large, it 
holds particular challenges for the church and its efforts to evangelize. Richard Jensen 
observes, “It should not be difficult to understand why people who watch television during 
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80 percent of their non-working, non-sleeping hours find the pace of the average worship 
service boring. They are not bored with Jesus. They are bored with the…service.”225  
The pastor described in the introduction to this dissertation represents the rule 
rather than the exception. The question that must be asked is whether he could be more 
effective in his gospel presentation, more unilaterally relevant to his multigenerational 
congregation and the gospel made more culturally transcendent in his community if instead 
of propositional, expositional, and confrontational evangelism he were to present the 
gospel in an image-rich narrative form? The conclusion of this dissertation is a resounding 
yes. 
The church is fond of telling the old, old story in the old, old way. We have not 
reexamined the story, therefore we have not reimagined the story. In his book, The Power 
of Story, Jim Loehr quotes paleontologist, Stephen Jay Gould as saying, “The most 
erroneous stories are those we think we know best…”226 The church’s story is, therefore, 
not erroneous as a result of not being true; it has become erroneous, as far as culture is 
concerned, because the church has failed to consider its truth in light of communicating 
with a contemporary world. 
Whether evangelism is to be accomplished on a personal level through one-on-one 
relationships or corporately through preaching in congregational settings, a postmodern, 
post-Christian, increasingly multi-cultural society requires that the gospel be 
communicated in a fresh way. This new evangelism must speak the imaginative (notice the 
root “image”) language of a new culture. It must stop mistaking pictures of text 
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(PowerPoint) for image. The new evangelism must not only get the story right but tell the 
story in the right way which prompts the right response; following Christ.  
Evangelism, at its core, is the message that God is intensely interested in restoring 
His original relationship and purpose for humankind through the person of Jesus Christ. In 
light of that definition, the following statement posited by Eddie Fearon on his blog, 
Hermeneutica, summarizes why the reading, understanding, sharing, preaching and 
communication of that wonderful gospel deserves to be told as a story: 
Our fresh hermeneutical strategy thus involves both a reading of the Bible as 
‘story’ and an accepting of this story as not only ours (becoming characters within 
it), but as the story of the world that gives it meaning and purpose. We are to make 
the Bible’s grand narrative the controlling story in our worldview…Christianity 
cannot be reduced to a relationship, to intellectual assent to a creed, nor a way of 
life characterized by certain moral principles or obedience to a set of rules. What 
the narrative shape of the Bible demonstrates is that to be a Christian is to 
participate in the divine drama as it plays out in world history, and more 
particularly, in one’s own community and life. We are also to inhabit this story as 
characters within it, recognizing where God is taking history and seeking to discern 
how we are to be faithful to his purposes both where we stand in the story, and in 
the historical context we find ourselves.227 
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SECTION FOUR 
 
ARTIFACT DESCRIPTION 
 
 
 It is appropriate, given the thesis of this dissertation that the artifact is a story. It 
also seems fitting the story would be about the journey and self-discovery of a storyteller. 
 The Old Storyteller is about those who have dedicated their lives to sharing the 
gospel but who feel unable to accomplish it effectively through more traditional methods. 
This is the fictional, yet truthful story of some who have discovered the wonder of 
storytelling as a means of captivating the hearts and souls of their congregations.  
 The story winds through the lives of people who are different ages, different 
ethnicities and who have varied backgrounds. The narratives which are passed down from 
storyteller to storyteller transcend each of these potential barriers. 
Discussion questions are attached as an appendix. They are intended to be used in 
small groups of ministers, congregants or a combination of both to allow an in-depth and 
interactive examination of the story; hopefully encouraging participants to use storytelling 
as a means of communicating the gospel in their own lives. 
As presented here, the book is most likely too brief for publication. In order to meet 
the requirements of the Track Two rubric, the story has been kept under 25 thousand 
words. However, a longer version with more character development is currently being 
written. 
The book has been illustrated, at my request, by Leigh Ann Cledgett, in order to 
emphasize the importance of image in the present culture and to bring life to the words on 
the page. 
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SECTION FIVE 
ARTIFACT SPECIFICATION – BOOK PROPOSAL 
 
September 1, 2014 
Rick D. McKinney 
206 Cherry Lane 
Momence, IL  60954 
rickdavidmckinney@gmail.com 
(815) 662-8144 
 
Dear Editor: 
 My name is Rick McKinney and enclosed is a proposal for a fictional book about 
the art of storytelling as it relates to sharing the gospel. I have always enjoyed telling 
stories, a gift passed down to me by my father. For many years I’ve wondered if there 
might be a way to apply the wonder of storytelling to the art of preaching. Knowing that 
your company has previously published works of Christian fiction with an underlying 
message and purpose, I feel this book would be a good fit.  
 The Old Storyteller is the tale of Pastor Mike, whose ministry is being hampered by 
his inability to bridge the cultural shift which has transformed the church’s once middle-
class neighborhood into one of the seedier parts of town. The garbage truck mechanic by 
day struggles with how best to relate to his small, multicultural congregation. In 
desperation he reaches out to an old evangelist who leads Mike and the “Something-
something Baptist Church” on an unplanned journey into the wonderful world of 
storytelling which has the potential of changing them forever.  
The Old Storyteller is a completed manuscript of approximately 25,000 words. As a 
pastor for over 40 years, I have seen first-hand how congregations can decline and even die 
in the face of cultural and generational change and while given a constant diet of exegetical 
sermons. I’ve also seen how the power of story can breathe new life into a congregation.   
Thank you for your consideration and time. I am looking forward to making this 
work available to those who long to share the gospel story with others. 
Sincerely, 
 
Rick D. McKinney 
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Proposed Title:  
The Old Storyteller 
Author:  
  
Rick D McKinney 
206 Cherry Street 
Momence, IL  60954  
rickdmckinney@gmail.com 
(815) 662-8144 (Cell) 
 
Hook: 
 
In contrast to stereotypical evangelistic preaching, the old storyteller has laid aside his “the 
turn or burn” sermons, exchanging them for narratives that will draw his listeners into the 
story of God’s love. 
 
Purpose: 
 
• To encourage the exploration of storytelling as an effective way to share the gospel. 
• To specifically challenge ministers and other church leaders to consider the 
potential offered through the art of storytelling for personal evangelism and 
preaching 
 
Promotion and Marketing:  
 
This book could be marketed as the first in a series about “Something-something” Baptist 
church. The characters lend themselves to further development in either a longer version of 
this book or a series of several. 
 
The book is easily adaptable to electronic media as well as print. The illustrations are 
available to the publisher as black and white pencil sketches as well as in color as water 
colors. 
 
One marketing proposal would be for this book to be used as the basis for a thirty to forty 
minute monologue, performed in churches and denominational gatherings to introduce the 
concept of storytelling as a way of presenting the gospel. The author has written and 
performed such monologues for many years and having the author present the drama 
would be especially meaningful to adult audiences of all ages. 
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Comparative Titles:  
Although the purpose is different, the fictionalized accounts describing church 
“happenings” in The Old Storyteller are reminiscent of Phillip Gulley’s series about the 
make-believe town of Harmony. The Old Storyteller shares the same kind of folksy style 
and mild satire, which point out the church’s shortcomings and poke a little fun at some of 
the more extreme church members. 
 
There is also a similarity to the writing of Walt Larrimore, M.D. who also wrote about 
quirky hometown personalities with an underlying spiritual message. 
 
Uniqueness: 
Although Christian fiction abounds, The Old Storyteller is unique in its underlying 
message of storytelling as a powerful way to share the message of the gospel. 
 
Endorsements: 
 
• Dr. Leonard Sweet, author of The Gospel According to Starbucks, Aquachurch, 
Viral and others. 
 
Intended Readers: 
• Christian fiction readers who enjoy a wholesome story, especially one revolving 
around the local church and its congregations. 
• Christian leaders such as ministers, pastors, rectors, priests and teachers who are 
curious about new, fresh ways to frame the gospel.  
• Small groups who are inspired by engaging fictional prose with real-life application 
and discussion questions. (Discussion questions are available in Appendix B) 
 
Manuscript: 
The manuscript is 100% complete and approximately 25K words. 
 
Author Bio:  
Rick D. McKinney is a candidate for a Doctor of Ministry degree from George Fox 
University. He holds Bachelor of Church Music and Master of Theology degrees. He has 
been writing stories, monologues and puppet skits for many years and writes regularly for 
denominational publications and maintains a blog, http://talkingtopastorrick.blogspot.com/. 
In addition he maintains a daily devotional video on the Internet. 
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Future Projects:  
And So We Walk is a completed non-fiction account of a cross-country walk that Rick and 
his wife Jane accomplished in 2006. The 2,770 mile journey took six months to complete. 
The 76K word manuscript is a journal of their experiences.  
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SECTION SIX 
POSTSCRIPT 
 
 Several years ago, Leonard Sweet awakened in me something that had been 
slumbering…a love for story. At first I did not understand my attraction to story but I 
discovered that love of story, besides being part of the DNA of all humanity, is particularly 
concentrated in my gene pool. Without ever realizing it, my father who pastored for over 
fifty years was a master storyteller. He passed that love on to me a preacher, my sister an 
actress and drama director, and my youngest sibling, whose propensity for telling 
“whoppers” is renowned.  
 While researching, I found volumes had been written on the art of storytelling and 
its application to preaching. However, I found few of my sources which talked about using 
story in personal evangelism or mentioned common themes, particularly as they related to 
the parables of Jesus and the application of those themes to overcome generational and 
cultural boundaries. During my second year I conducted surveys with people of varied 
cultural backgrounds for my field study. This research opened my eyes to the presence of 
common themes. 
These two personal revelations; the application of storytelling in personal 
evangelism and the use of common themes to bridge cultural and generational divides are 
what I humbly bring to the table to offer the body of Christ to further His kingdom. On a 
personal and practical note, these discoveries are having a life-altering effect on my 
personal ministry and personal daily sharing of the gospel. Appendix C to this dissertation 
attests to the ways in which story is becoming my default.  
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When I was a boy growing up in the church we used to sing an old hymn. I never 
dreamed while singing the words that they would one day become my heart’s cry, my life 
song. As I sing them now, they bring tears to my eyes, a smile to my face and joy to my 
heart. 
We’ve a story to tell to the nations, that shall turn their hearts to the right,  
A story of truth and mercy, a story of peace and light.  
For the darkness shall turn to dawning, and the dawning to noonday bright;  
And Christ’s great kingdom shall come on earth, the kingdom of love and light.228 
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Dedication 
This book is dedicated to the man who showed me by example,  
the great power of the story… 
my father, JC McKinney. 
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Preface 
 This book was almost complete before I realized that in many ways my father 
served as a model for one of its characters. My father, who pastored for over fifty years 
loved to tell stories. I do not remember any of my father’s sermon outlines even though I 
sat under his preaching for much of my life. However, I would dare say that I remember 
most all of his stories. 
 Raised in the hills of Southeastern Kentucky, dad had lots of stories to tell. From 
snakes crawling in the cracks of his log cabin at night, to helping his bootlegger father pull 
the bottled moonshine out of the cold river at night…he was never at a loss for a real-life 
tall tale.  
 In his last few months, greatly affected by a malignant brain tumor, his stories 
became more fiction than fact, but he enjoyed telling them anyway. I inherited his love for 
story more than I realized until recently.  
 You are about to read a story. In some ways it’s every preacher’s story. It’s more 
fact than fiction and yet I cannot call it biographical because it is not based on any one 
person I know.  It does, however, express the frustration and journey of most every 
minister I’ve met; trying to determine the best way to share the infinite love of God 
through the fragile and very finite art form we call a sermon.  
 As you read this story, whether you are a minister or someone who sits in the pew 
each week hoping to hear some words that will give you the strength to face the world for 
another week, there is much to be learned here about the power of story. 
 The truth is the world has been changed by stories. Its history preserved by stories. 
Its people inspired by stories and eternal destinies determined by stories. If you remove the 
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element of story from a book you are left with an outline. If you remove stories from 
history you are left simply with dates and places. Remove the story from a joke; you’re left 
with a punchline that makes no sense. Take away the story from faith and you’re left with 
rules and regulations.   
So sit back, relax and let this story seep into your being and change you. Let it issue 
a challenge for you to become the very best storyteller you can be…because, I believe, the 
only thing that brings lasting change in this world is when the story we hear with our ears, 
sinks deep into our hearts, and changes us forever. 
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People are hungry for stories. 
It’s part of our very being. 
Storytelling is a form of history, of immortality too. 
 It goes from one generation to another. 
— Studs Terkel 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 Pastor Mike hurried his shaving a bit. Tonight was the first night of the revival 
services and the evangelist should be here any minute. Mike stood by the front window in 
the living room and parted the curtains. His house was directly across the street from the 
church and he was hoping to catch the evangelist before he had a chance to take a look 
around and leave. 
 A 1990’s model mini-van slowly rounded the corner. Inside was an older couple. 
The sign on the side of the van said, “Jesus Saves Evangelistic Team.” The van dodged 
shards of glass on the street and its brakes squealed when a mangy dog darted in front of it. 
Mike could see the old white-haired man looking at the sign in front of the church. Most of 
the letters were missing and had been for a long time. No one could read the sign so most 
folks in the neighborhood just referred to it as the “Something-something Baptist Church.” 
 Mike grabbed his Bible off the coffee table and headed out the front door. “I’m 
going over to open the church building. The evangelist is here.” Mike yelled back to the 
bedroom where his wife Belinda was still getting ready.  
 By the time Mike got out of the door, the van had pulled into the overgrown 
parking lot. Mike moved as fast as a three-hundred-fifty pound body could across the street 
and into the parking lot. If it had not been for his huge grin, the Goliath-sized preacher 
might have startled the evangelist and his wife, but instead Mike stuck out his hand and 
spoke at the same time. “Howdy, I’m Pastor Mike. You must be Brother and Mrs. Dowdy. 
We’re so glad you’re here.”  
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Pastor Mike grabbed the door handle practically breaking it off. After opening the 
door for Brother Dowdy he ran around and let Mrs. Dowdy out as well. He led them both 
across the unkempt yard and nervously fumbled for his keys to unlock the door.  
Mike wasn’t afraid, mostly because he knew them each by name, but he could 
sense that the groups of men gathered in small packs near the street lights were making the 
older couple nervous. Finally he found the key, opened the door and turned on the lights 
inside the building. He gently tossed his Bible down on a pew and then to turned the 
couple with outstretched arms. “It’s time to give you an official Oklahoma welcome,” 
Mike offered a hug to the couple who looked rather slight and frail next to him. “Welcome 
to our little church!” he said as he swallowed them both in his huge arms. 
Mike looked at his watch and the big clock on the back wall. “Almost seven,” he 
said with no apparent urgency, even though seven o’clock was the advertised starting time. 
Mike offered the couple a seat on the front pew and began to share the glorious history of 
the “Something-something Baptist Church.” 
“Behind that pulpit,” Mike began, “have stood some of the greatest preachers of all 
time. Why, there was a time, when getting to preach here was a privilege.” Mike’s 
southern drawl was distinctly Oklahoman and the couple smiled occasionally at his 
amusing dialect. 
“You can see we have some of the pews roped off now, but there was a time, long 
before I came, they filled this place every week. There are a few folks left from back in the 
day. They call ‘em ‘The Glory Days.’ Now we’re lucky to have 15 or 20 folks on a Sunday 
morning.” 
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A few folks had started to trickle in. Mike knew some of these folks had just 
wandered in off the street to rest their weary bones. One heavily-tattooed woman, Maria, 
Mike thought in her early twenties, came in and sat on the third pew. Her three children, 
Lupe, Jairo and Anna were about a year apart and walked in-tow behind her. Anna held on 
to the bottom of her mother’s spaghetti-string tank top which bulged revealing that she was 
expecting her fourth child soon. They were a faithful little family. Maybe church was just a 
cool place for her and her family. Or maybe just a safe place. 
A man so thin you could see his ribs through his T-shirt shuffled in. Mike knew 
Patrick came straight from work and so always sat near the door. His smile revealed a huge 
gap where his teeth should have been, but children loved his funny smile dearly. Then 
there was the sophisticated Mrs. Partin who sat front and center. Her teeth and everything 
else she had were in their proper place but she looked atypical among the others. Mike 
waved at Sister Sally, as she was called, who carefully peeled the cover on the piano back 
as though she was preparing for a concert, just in case she needed to play a hymn or two. 
Mike greeted each one who arrived with a friendly wave of his thick calloused 
hand. He knew their stories and their lives all too well. Sometimes what he knew about 
them kept him from sleeping at night. Sometimes what he did about what he knew kept his 
own cupboards bare and his refrigerator empty.  
Since it was past time to start, he made one summary statement: “This is what 
happened,” he said with tired eyes and sadness on his face, “The neighborhood changed. 
The old-established families who used to come here died or moved away. The businesses 
which had been here fifty years couldn’t survive, so they closed. Most of the store fronts 
are boarded up and the biggest business now is the drugs. “They” wanted to close this 
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church but I volunteered to preach for free. I work during the day as a mechanic for the 
city’s garbage trucks. I do the best I can, but we are barely hanging on to the few people 
we have. We can hardly pay the electric bill. We’re about to go under. That’s why we 
called you. We hoped you could help.” 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
Pastor Mike, his wife Belinda and most of the other people who attended the little 
church had already had this conversation and arrived at the same conclusion; without a 
miracle of some kind, the church was doomed.  
After a couple of songs and introduction Mike sat down and watched as the 
evangelist walked to the stage and made the tall step up to the podium seem like he was 
climbing Mount Everest. Mike looked around for a final count. There were maybe a dozen 
and a half forlorn looking adults, a few children in stained clothing whose hair hadn’t been 
combed in a good while, and of course himself, his wife and their teenage son who stood 
above and beyond his father in both height and girth.  
 Mike noticed right away that the old preacher carried no Bible to the stage with him 
and chose to sit in a chair on stage instead of standing behind the pulpit. His seersucker 
sports coat hung loosely on his medium frame and left the impression the coat was too big 
for him. He loosened his paisley tie and cleared his throat, more for effect than out of 
necessity. Pastor Mike then heard him utter a sentence which seemed like it belonged at the 
local library’s story time more than sermon time at a revival service. “A long time ago in a 
faraway place lived a prince with his father the king,” the evangelist began. The children 
who had been playing hide and seek under the pews paused their game. The familiar fairy 
tale beginning signaled to the children that this was the beginning of a story. They turned 
their smudged faces toward the storyteller on stage as if he had somehow sprinkled 
stardust through the air to capture their attention. “One day the prince came to his father to 
talk about finding a bride, a princess to help him rule his kingdom someday.” The preacher 
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almost whispered when he said “a bride” and arched his thick, bushy eyebrows so high 
they almost reached the tassel of white hair which had fallen out of place. Now some of the 
adults were listening too. They were taken back to their own childhoods as they listened to 
the storybook-sounding tale. A few had a smile on their face but some, like Mrs. Partin in 
particular, had one eyebrow raised higher than the other showing her skepticism about why 
there was a story where a sermon should be.  
 Pastor Mike fidgeted a bit too. I thought he was a preacher, he thought to himself. 
How is this going to help my little congregation? His wife sensed his uneasiness and patted 
his leg as if to say, “Just relax. It’ll be O.K.” 
 For the better part of thirty minutes the story continued. Tales of a search for a 
princess, carriage rides and castles twisted the imaginations of most of that little 
congregation around the wrinkled finger of the evangelist. In their minds they had been 
transported to the prince’s kingdom and were riding around the countryside helping him 
search for his bride. Occasionally the old man would reach down and pat a child on the 
head or wink at the parents, making them believe he was as much a character in the story 
as the he was the teller.” Then the story took an awkward twist as the storyteller began to 
give names and faces to his characters. “Did you know,” he asked, “that the prince’s name 
was J-e-s-u-s? And the bride he’s looking for…is… you?” 
 It had been quiet, except for an occasional giggle when the preacher made a funny 
face to illustrate a point. Of course, Mrs. Partin had cleared her throat a few dozen times 
and Mike thought he had heard a “humph” grunted out under her breath once or twice too. 
At the revelation of the prince’s name and the object of his search, most of the 
congregation gave a collective and audible sigh. Then more smiles began to break out all 
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across the room as they realized they had been trapped in the storyteller’s web. He hadn’t 
done it in the usual way, but somehow he had captured the attention of the very young, the 
very old and most everyone in between. The sound of his voice had fallen on ears of many 
shapes, sizes and colors, but they had each heard from their own perspective and had all 
heard a story that ended up in the same place: They were loved by a Prince named Jesus. 
 “Would you like to hear more of the story?” the old man asked as he stood and 
prepared to step down from the stage. Some of the little group of people began to clap 
spontaneously. “Then come back tomorrow night.” Mike wondered why the little group 
had been so hypnotized. Surely it wasn’t they hadn’t heard hundreds of stories before. 
Perhaps it was just they had never heard one like this in church. 
 One person who didn’t clap was the prim and proper lady who was front and 
center, Mrs. Partin. Instead of clapping, she had crossed her arms in a stubborn gesture of 
protest. Pastor Mike stood and could see her crossed arms directly in front of him so he 
spoke hesitantly. “I not sure what just happened,” still looking a little puzzled, “but I think 
I’m glad it did.” Mike bowed his head to close in prayer. The evangelist slipped back to his 
seat. His wife patted his arm and winked. 
 After the closing prayer, some of the children ran up to hug the old preacher and his 
wife. They were treating the old man like an adopted grandfather. As each child came up, 
the old evangelist pulled a piece of candy out of his pocket and pretended to pull it from 
behind their ears. Others shook the couple’s hands and said they’d be back.  
 Even with all the positive response, Mike was embarrassed. He thought the 
evangelist might have caught a glimpse of the gray-haired Mrs. Partin giving him a piece 
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of her mind. The petite woman had pulled herself up to her full height and wagged her 
finger in Pastor Mike’s face and her finger hadn’t been the only thing wagging.  
 “Pastor, I’ve been a member of this church for over 40 years,” Mrs. Partin started 
the sentence as she 
almost always did 
when she was 
trying to make a 
point about the 
“glory days. “And 
never, in those 40 
years have we had 
a service without a 
sermon!” 
 If Mrs. Partin wasn’t standing on her tip-toes, it certainly felt like she was to Mike. 
Even though there was over a foot difference in their height, right now he felt like the 
smaller of the two. Just as the pastor was thinking about simply melting into the well-worn 
carpet, the evangelist came to the rescue. “Hello, my name is Carl Dowdy. I’m the 
evangelist for this week. I’m glad to meet you.” The evangelist extended his hand toward 
hers. 
 Pastor Mike stumbled into the conversation rather clumsily, “Brother Dowdy, this 
is Mrs. Partin, a long-time member of our church.” 
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 Mrs. Partin wasn’t any too happy with Pastor Mike at this point and her look told 
him to quit while he was ahead. “I’ve been a member here since 1972, and I have never 
heard…” 
 “You’ve never heard a sermon quite like this one, right Mrs. Partin?” The smile of 
his face was hard to resist but Mrs. Partin was trying hard not to be swayed. 
 “Well, no I haven’t…never heard anything like it.” Mrs. Partin declared rather 
emphatically trying to regain control of the situation. 
 “Well, I’ll bet you’ve heard a lot of mighty fine sermons over those years. Pastor 
Mike tells me many fine preachers have graced this pulpit. I’m sure the folks here 
appreciate all your many years of service. Faithful people are hard to find you know?” The 
evangelist never quit smiling. “I’ll tell you what. If you’ll come back tomorrow night, I’ll 
make you two promises.” 
 “Yes?” she questioned and extended the word giving the impression she wanted an 
explanation. 
 “One, I promise you that if you come back tomorrow night, I’ll have a very special 
story that will hold a special meaning just for you.” The old man didn’t point at Mrs. Partin 
rudely when he said “you.” Instead he held both hands outstretched and slightly cupped 
with all ten fingers pointing gently toward her. “And two, before I tell my story tomorrow 
night, I’ll let you tell one, say maybe five minutes or so, about the ‘glory days’ of this 
church.” 
 “Me?” she acted as though she wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “You want me to 
tell a story?” 
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 “Yes, ma’am. You.” The evangelist was more than smiling now. Mike was 
thinking it looked more like beaming. “I promise.” As he spoke the evangelist took his 
wrinkled finger and crossed his heart. 
 “Why yes,” she said. “I always like talking about the good ole’ days.” With that, 
Mrs. Partin stuck out her small, thin-fingered hand to shake the evangelist’s hand. He took 
her hand gently and then covered it with his other hand as though they were two long lost 
friends bidding farewell. She turned her attention to Pastor Mike whom she still wasn’t 
particularly happy with and said, “Now you see Pastor, this man knows how to treat a 
lady.” With that she turned and walked out with an air of victory. 
 Mike turned and looked at the evangelist who in turn gave him a slight shrug of the 
shoulders. Mike responded with a question. “Brother Dowdy, would you and your wife 
like to go out for a cup of coffee with Belinda and me? I’ve got some questions.” 
 “Brother Mike, would it be alright if we took a rain check for tomorrow evening? 
I’m pretty tired tonight but we’d be glad to go tomorrow after the service. Besides, it 
appears you may need to go home and lick your wounds.”  
Pastor Mike smiled but was more than a little embarrassed he hadn’t been able to 
defuse the situation like the evangelist. He knew Mrs. Partin spoke mostly out of grief over 
losing her husband and over losing the church which had once been so vibrant. He was 
also hoping his smile would cover his disappointment about not getting to spend time 
asking the evangelist his questions. 
The oversized preacher tried to lower his voice so that he didn’t appear pushy. 
“O.K.,” he relented, “I’ll wait ‘til tomorrow night but only on one condition. I want to ask 
you one thing. What did you do tonight?” 
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 The evangelist scrunched up his wrinkled face and got a mischievous half-smile on 
his faded lips. “Why Brother Mike, I just told a story. Isn’t that what you do when you 
preach?”  
As he said the last word he turned to walk toward the door. It didn’t appear he 
really wanted an answer.  
“We’ll talk tomorrow,” Pastor Mike yelled toward the door.  
The evangelist didn’t turn around, but he did grin. “Yes we will,” he quietly 
whispered, “yes we will.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 
Pastor Mike closed up and walked out of the building with the last few stragglers. 
The evangelist and his wife got in their van to leave and Mike could see them talking and 
wondered what they might be saying about him and the little church. Maybe they were 
trying to figure out how the doors were still open, or why the people kept coming? Mike 
had no way of knowing what was really going on during their ride back to the motel. Little 
did he know he was more a part of the story than he could have ever imagined.  
 
“How did Brother Mike react to tonight’s service?” the evangelist’s wife asked as 
they pulled out of the parking lot.  
“Oh, about like normal I’d say, about like normal.” The glimmer in the old man’s 
eye had just a shade of mischievousness and the very slight grin was a dead give-a-way to 
the fact he had a long-range plan in mind.  
The petite, white-haired woman reached up with her soft but wrinkled hand and 
patted his on the steering wheel. “He’ll be fine,” she said, “he seems to really love his 
people. I think he’s just not sure how to show them…or maybe even tell them. Are we 
going out for coffee tomorrow night after the service?”  
“I told Brother Mike we would, but I’m afraid it might be a late night if we do. I 
probably ought to try to get a nap tomorrow afternoon.”  With that the old evangelist 
pulled into the motel parking lot, got out of the car and took his sweetheart by the hand. 
“Let’s get some rest, honey, tomorrow’s a big day.” 
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About the time the evangelist and his wife were getting to the Comfort Inn® 
Brother Mike and his wife were just getting in the front door of their small frame house 
across from the church building. Mike collapsed on the couch and simultaneously dropped 
his Bible on the coffee table. He sighed. His wife couldn’t tell if it was out of exhaustion or 
frustration, but the look on Mike’s face seemed to indicate it might be some of both.  
“Long day, huh?” she asked but already knew the answer.  
“Yep, a really long day. Five o’clock this morning was a long time ago. Then when 
I got to church I thought I’d get a real barn-burner of a sermon to kind of…pick me up. 
Instead I get a story! Then after the service, Mrs. Partin got ahold of me…” Mike stopped 
mid-phrase as he began to move toward the edge of the couch like he might get up. It was 
evident from the tone of his voice that he was as unsure about what had happened that 
night at church as was Mrs. Partin. He was still amazed the evangelist had been able to 
smooth her ruffled feathers so quickly. How was he able to do it? It just seemed he had 
some special power over people. Boy, he could sure use some of that power.  
“I mean, it was a good story, and most everyone listened, it just wasn’t what I was 
expecting…at all,” Mike seemed to be trying to convince himself, and perhaps the absent 
Mrs. Partin, more than his wife. “I’m just not sure how a story like that can help our people 
solve their huge problems and issues.”  
“Well, we’re not going to figure all of that out tonight. You need to get some rest. 
Five o’clock is going to come mighty early in the morning.” Mike’s wife said in a soothing 
voice as she turned the lamp off and started down the hall. “Come on Mike…we’ll talk 
tomorrow.” 
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The next day at work Mike was distracted. He couldn’t get “the story” off his mind. 
He kept thinking back through it, wondering if he could retell it. He had never been very 
good at memorizing things but for some reason he was certain he could recite this 
particular story nearly word for word. He was daydreaming, not focused at all on the big 
garbage trucks as they came and went for repairs. He kept trying to shake free of the 
preacher’s spell so he could pay attention to his work. It was a dangerous place and one 
slip up could cost him a finger, or a foot or even his life. But try as he did, he could not 
shake the old man words. Running in the background of his mind the entire day, was the 
story of a prince. 
Mike thought the end of his work day would never come, but finally it was time to 
go home. Mike walked in the door and went directly to get showered and dressed for the 
revival service that night. By the time his wife Belinda got home, he was sitting on the 
couch, dressed in a nicer than usual set of casual clothes, with just-combed wet hair, 
waiting for church to start.  
The house still smelled of shampoo and deodorant when she walked in. “Wow, 
looks like someone’s anxious to go to church tonight.”  
“Well, I just can’t get this whole thing off my mind,” Mike stated rather matter-of-
factly. “I want to see if he’s going to do the same thing tonight.” 
“You mean tell another story?” she asked, seeming to not be nearly as bothered by 
that possibility as Mike. He just nodded, obviously deep in thought about the night ahead. 
 
The service started on time, a rare occasion at the “Something-something Baptist 
Church.” Brother Mike led a couple of hymns and Sister Sally played, or maybe “played at 
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it” was a more accurate description. Sister Sally came to the little congregation from one of 
the larger churches in town after her pastor gave a plea for someone to play the piano at a 
struggling church in a “less-fortunate” part of town. Sally wasn’t getting much of a chance 
to serve in her church so she jumped at the chance. She wasn’t the greatest piano player but 
was a heap better than the pianist she replaced…no one. She also started a little library too, 
so the people who attended could have some “wholesome,” was the way she put it, books 
to read.  
Pastor Mike’s heart wasn’t in the song leading tonight. He figured everyone there 
had come to hear another installment of the story. As he looked out over the little 
congregation he noticed two things. One, nearly everyone, including Mrs. Partin, who had 
been there the night before was back again. Second nights of revivals had a reputation of 
being low-attendance nights. People were usually disappointed in the preacher for the 
week and after one night made up their mind they’d rather be home watching TV. Two, 
there were several new faces he’d never seen in church before. Some of them he’d seen 
around the neighborhood, but never in church. Attendance was up, not down and most 
everyone seemed happy to be there. Pastor Mike couldn’t figure out if it was because they 
wanted to be in church for the right reasons, or because it was ten degrees hotter outside 
tonight than it had been last night. Their little church didn’t have much but it did have air 
conditioning. 
Just before taking the offering, Brother Mike stood. 
“Mrs. Partin, would you like to come up front?” Turning to the congregation he 
explained, “Mrs. Partin has been invited by our evangelist to tell a story tonight.”  
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The words kind of stuck in his throat but perhaps this would keep her happy. At 
least that’s what he thought until he	  noticed there were a few folks there who had “Sunday 
morning” church clothes on who stuck out like a sore thumb. Mike recognized these folks 
from the denominational headquarters downtown. Despite the “deal” she had struck with 
the evangelist the night before, it looked like Mrs. Partin had been on the phone and 
convinced them they needed to come hear the “storytelling” preacher.  
Although Mike was afraid Mrs. Partin might use her time to lambast him or the 
evangelist, she chose instead to tell the story of when the building they were sitting in was 
built. Her husband, “God rest his soul,” to use her words, had been the building committee 
chairperson and of course, she gave all the credit for the wonderful building being built to 
exactly the right person…herself. She told of how she had encouraged her husband when 
building got behind schedule and how she organized the spaghetti supper that put them 
over the top in their building fund goal. All in all it wasn’t the disaster Mike was afraid it 
might be, but it wasn’t exactly spiritually uplifting either. 
Mrs. Partin took her seat after finishing her story looking quite pleased with herself. 
Brother Mike called for the ushers to receive the evening offering in the brass-colored 
plates after which he introduced the evangelist. Much to his surprise some of the people 
started to clap again. Mike wondered, was this was how Saul felt when the crowds sang 
their songs about David and forgot all about him? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
When the brief round of applause stopped the old man rose from his pew and made 
his way “up the mountain” again and took a seat in his chair. After he was seated he didn’t 
say a word for the longest time. Mike started to sweat a little more than usual. He 
wondered if the evangelist had forgotten his script, or worse; maybe climbing up onto the 
stage had caused him to have a stroke. The rosy-cheeked, white-haired gentleman just 
looked around at the people as though he was “sizing them up.” The well-defined wrinkles 
in his face twitched a little as he surveyed the little congregation. Pastor Mike looked 
around too and thought this group would have qualified as a band of misfits in most 
anyone’s book, except his…to him they were his flock.  
The old evangelist looked at each one, almost like he was casting a spell over them 
as he panned back and forth. Just as Brother Mike was getting ready to get up and ask him 
if he was ok, the old man came to life almost like a jukebox comes to life when it’s fed a 
couple of quarters. He smiled a huge smile, smacked his lips as though getting ready to 
dive into a pile of fried chicken. Then he spoke: 
“Do you remember the story of the prince I told you last night?” he almost 
whispered. It was as though the preceding twenty-three hours had not even happened. 
Immediately the young mother and her children, the toothless man near the exit, and the 
rest of the little congregation were snapped back in time to where the story ended the night 
before. Some of the adults gently nodded their heads and a few of the children turned to 
others nearby, held their index fingers to their lips and said, “Shhhh,” even though no one 
was making a sound. 
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The old man’s voice lilted up and down leaving the impression he was skipping 
through the forests of the prince’s kingdom. Off through the woods he led the congregation 
on another journey which seemed to be as real as life itself. At one point he stood with 
uncharacteristic energy and acted like he was hiding behind a tree. Each time he peeked 
out from behind the imaginary hiding place it caused the audience to smile as they 
pretended they couldn’t see him when he was “hiding.” The children’s eyes grew wide as 
they listened and the adults sat just as attentive as the little ones. Thirty minutes passed 
quickly.  
The crowd was entranced, perhaps in part because the tale had offered them a 
temporary respite from their unpleasant and sometimes unsavory lives. But also because 
this weaver of tales was able to pull them into his story so they felt they were each 
included in the cast of characters. The storyteller ended his story with a question, as he 
always did. “Can you believe the prince loved the people in his kingdom that much?” 
When he said, “That,” he held his arms outstretched as wide as his tired muscles would let 
him then said, “and that’s how much Jesus loves you.” He held his arms open wide for half 
a minute as the children began to spread their arms wide open too. A few of the parents 
followed suit to encourage their children. He lowered his arms and nodded at Brother Mike 
whose arms were also outstretched, to let him know he was finished. He got up from the 
chair and slowly walked down the steps to his place beside his wife.  
As soon as the final “Amen” was said, the children surrounded the evangelist and 
wife again, just as they had the night before. “I brought you a present,” one little girl said 
as she handed him a used pencil with an all-but-gone eraser on top. “I drew you a picture 
of the prince,” chimed in a seven-year-old boy as he proudly handed him the piece of 
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notebook paper with jagged edges and a crayon-drawn picture. Tonight the old man had a 
pocket full of quarters which he once again pulled from behind each child’s ear. Brother 
Mike came up to rescue the old couple from the children but the evangelist gave Mike a 
stern look which let him know he needed a few more minutes to finish up his “important 
business” with the little ones. There was something different about this white-haired 
preacher. Most evangelists couldn’t wait to get out of the building after a service, but Mike 
noticed old Brother Dowdy seemed to have all the time in the world. 
Mike was standing there all alone which gave the men in suits time to spot him. His 
size made him an easy target so instead of trying to run he just sat on a pew and waited for 
what seemed like the inevitable. The “suits” left without saying a word. Mike didn’t know 
if that was good or bad. Meanwhile, Sister Sally came up and covered the old piano. 
Belinda made her way through the building turning off lights and Mike waited for the 
children to be rounded up by their parents.  
When the children all left, Brother Mike got up from the pew he had been patiently 
waiting on, stood to his full-height, trying to hide the fact he felt a little dejected and said, 
“Are you ready for that cup of coffee now?” 
“Absolutely,” replied the old man, ‘but let’s go somewhere where it’s quiet so we 
can talk. I know you have lots of questions.” Mike didn’t say anything although he 
wondered how the old evangelist seemed to know more about him than he should. He put 
his large hand on the evangelist’s back and led him out to the parking lot. He wasn’t letting 
him out of his sight until he got a chance to ask him some of those questions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
Brother Mike, Belinda and the evangelist and his wife were the only four in the 
little hole-in-the-wall coffee shop that night. As they walked in, Mike greeted Mabel the 
waitress and ordered coffee for everyone. Mike had known Mabel since high school. She 
was a single mom, trying to support her family off of tips. Mike couldn’t remember how 
many times he’d given her grocery money or filled her car up with gas.  
They sat down at the center table where there was plenty of room. Mike wasn’t 
very good at getting his robust body into a booth. Once again the slightly-hunched over, 
old sage seemed to read Mike’s mind. Before he could get the first question out Brother 
Dowdy said, “Now Mike, I know you have a lot of questions. We could stay here half the 
night and still not get them all answered. So let me try to help us both out by answering 
some of them before you ask them. Would that be OK with you?”  
No, that wouldn’t be OK, was what Mike was thinking, but for some reason he 
nodded in agreement. Mike tried to get his mouth to protest but before he could break the 
spell the evangelist started to speak. 
“Brother Mike,” he started slowly as though he knew he was going to have to pace 
himself, “you are right to want an explanation. I do not do things, well perhaps I should 
say, I do not ‘preach’ the way most preachers preach. I discovered years ago that people 
listened, remembered and were impacted more by my stories than they were my sermons. 
The Mrs. and I talked about it a lot of times with an old preacher-friend of mine and one 
day she suggested, ‘Honey, since people are taking your stories to heart and since they’re 
changing people, why not make your stories the sermon?’” 
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“Well, I have to tell you Brother Mike, that didn’t sit well with me at all. I thought, 
God didn’t call me to be a storyteller; He called me to be a preacher. With the help of my 
friend, I started to study up on it a little and what I came to realize was the best preacher of 
all time, Jesus, was a master storyteller. It also dawned on me one day the Bible is a 
storybook; it is God’s Story about how His story can be intertwined with our story. Once I 
figured that out, it changed the way I preach. I’m convinced I’m still preaching but more 
than that, I’m re-telling God’s story and weaving it through people’s everyday lives in a 
way that shows them God wants to be a part of their story. Does that make sense?”  
The evangelist immediately motioned for Mabel to bring sugar and cream as if he 
knew Mike’s response would give him some much needed time to “fix” his cup of coffee. 
It was a rich black color and tasted as though it had been on the warmer since early in the 
day. When she came to the table the old man asked her a few questions about her job and 
family. In a matter of just a few moments she seemed as taken with the old man as 
everyone else. 
Mike, trying not to be distracted by Mabel’s mild flirtation with the man old 
enough to be her father, was processing what had just been said. It wasn’t that he disagreed 
really; it was that it went against everything he had ever been told about preaching. He 
wondered where text, and points and commentaries all fit in to the “story thing.” He wasn’t 
an educated man but he knew he was supposed to have three points and know what some 
of the words meant in Greek or Hebrew. He had learned through experience that despite 
his sermon preparation most people would be bored with what he said anyway. It wasn’t 
the question he intended to ask but it was what came out of his mouth, “Why do your 
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stories ‘connect’ with people. Why do they listen to what you have to say and just tune out 
most of what I say?” 
Mabel had returned to her duties in the kitchen and the evangelist had taken the 
bitter edge off the coffee with two packets of sugar and several ounces of cream. After a 
short sip he began, “Because the Story, God’s Story, when it is told genuinely and from the 
heart, touches the parts of people’s life they care about. Brother Mike, I noticed tonight 
that even in a small crowd we had Hispanics, African-Americans, Asians, Native-
Americans and even a few white folks. It doesn’t matter who they are or what their race is, 
there are some common things they all care about. Some of them are concerned about 
where their next meal is coming from. There were mothers there tonight who worry about 
how they’re going to buy clothes for their kids to go to school in. Some are wondering how 
to get a job, or where to get their next rent payment. God cares about the same things and 
He cares about each of those people. Mike, I know you care about them and they know that 
too. They can tell by the way you treat them and meet their needs. But they have to know 
that God cares too. Sometimes it takes telling His story to get people to understand that. 
Let me ask you a question Mike. Do you remember the story I told last night?” 
“Almost word for word. I’ve recited it to myself a half-a-dozen times since then,” 
Mike replied, rather proud of himself. 
“OK, now how about last week’s sermon? Do you remember that sermon? How 
about your points, do you remember them?” the preacher asked with the little grin that 
indicated he already knew the answer. 
Silence. “Well, if you don’t remember it, do you think your congregation 
remembers? You see Mike, it’s not that what you said was bad or wrong, it just didn’t 
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connect with the people. Doctrine, theology and Greek and Hebrew words don’t matter to 
the average person. Not even the average church person. What they want to hear is how 
their life can intersect with the Person of God. That’s where stories, which are rooted in 
His Story, and built around common themes, can take a boring bucket of useless facts and 
transform them into a life-changing sermon.” 
“I think I’m starting to understand why you tell stories, but I’m not sure about what 
you mean by common themes. I always try to speak to what’s important to all the different 
kinds of people in our congregation. But it seems that in trying to ‘hit’ each one I just miss 
them all,” Mike was scratching his thick mop of hair as he searched for an answer. 
“OK, I’m going to help you see one common theme, and then I think we’ll have to 
call it a night. It’s past my bedtime.” the evangelist straightened up a little in his seat and 
looked at his patient wife who’d heard all this before and now looked at Belinda as if to 
include her in this part of the conversation. “Belinda, look at my wife and without saying a 
word, I want you both to write down on a napkin what one of the highest priorities in your 
life is.” Mike watched as they both grabbed a napkin and then looked into each other’s 
eyes, a little timidly at first then more intently. Belinda broke the gaze first, looked down 
and began to write. The evangelist’s wife did likewise and both turned their napkins over.  
“Now, I want you to both turn over your napkins, but before you do, I’m going to 
tell you what I think you both wrote down. I’m going to guess that you both wrote down 
‘family’ on your napkins,” the evangelist said as though he’d done this before. 
Mike noticed Belinda began to smile even before she turned her napkin over. She 
knew the old man was right. Both napkins revealed the same answer. Mike wasn’t 
impressed. “Of course, that’s easy,” Mike deduced, “women care about family.” 
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“Exactly Mike, I didn’t say it was hard. But it does take some thought and 
consideration. We know family is an important priority in every culture on every continent. 
Different people groups and cultures may view family differently, but no matter how they 
define family, we know it’s a high priority for everyone. Now, thinking back to the stories 
I told the last two nights, would you say the concept of ‘family’ was an important part of 
the story?” 
Belinda wasn’t waiting for Mike to respond. She quickly answered, “Yes. The 
prince wanted to have a family, that’s why he was looking for a bride. Tonight he wanted 
to take care of his family and that’s why he was willing to make such a sacrifice.” 
The old couple both smiled at Belinda. It was obvious she was catching on quicker 
than Mike. “Now Mike, I’m going to give you an assignment for tomorrow night. I want 
you to have at least five different things written down that you think are common themes 
for all kinds of people. Think about your wife, your congregation and the people you work 
with every day. Decide what things are important to all of them, OK?” 
Mike lagged behind as the other three got up from their seats. He left enough ones 
on the table to cover the coffee and Mabel’s tip. As they walked out of the little diner, 
Mike hung his head a bit. He felt like he’d been shown up by his wife and he didn’t really 
want any homework assignments. He did, however, want to know how to reach his 
community and his little congregation with the gospel. And if this would help, he would 
try.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 
Mike took his homework assignment seriously. The next day at work he began by 
going in a little early, hoping to catch some of the drivers before they got out on their 
routes. He was thrilled when he saw his friend Opie sitting on the bench in front of his 
locker. “Hey, Opie,” Mike called out across the pungent locker room, “mind if I ask you a 
few questions?” Opie was a tall, broad-shouldered African-American man who had 
befriended Mike since his first days as a garbage truck mechanic. They’d had long 
conversations about spiritual things and Mike knew Opie wouldn’t mind to help with his 
“homework.” Opie turned his head when Mike half-yelled his question across the room 
and responded, “Watcha got on your mind?” 
 “Well, I’m kinda working on a project, actually a homework assignment for 
church,” Mike began, “and I just need to know what kind of things are most important to 
you?”  
 Opie leaned back as though there was a back on his bench, even though there 
wasn’t and stroked the greying stubble on his chin. “Most important, huh?” Opie pondered, 
“Let’s see. I’d have to say family, that’s for sure…and God…maybe I shoulda mentioned 
Him first.” A slight smile broke across the ebony face. “My job and money, does that 
count as one thing or two?” He paused for a response but Mike’s head was down and he 
was writing on this little notepad as fast as Opie talked. Mike lifted his head when he heard 
no more answers and didn’t act like he’d even heard Opie’s question. “That’s four Opie, 
one more,” Mike sounded impatient. Opie stammered for a moment and scratched his 
smoothly shaved head. “Maybe…having fun? You know I like to come over to your house 
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for cookouts. Shoot some pool, and maybe play a game of cards with our wives. You 
know, that sort of thing.” 
 “OK, Opie, thanks a lot. You’ve been a big help.” Without prolonging the 
conversation, Mike closed his notepad and took off for the boss’s office. He’d seen him 
arrive out of the corner of his eye while he listened to Opie. He knocked on the door and 
entered and began the interview process all over again. All day long, anytime he had a few 
minutes, he’d approach someone else with the same questions. By the end of the day his 
little notepad was looking a little tattered, but was full of lists from most of the men who 
worked out of his garage. He smiled as he flipped through the pages and seemed pleased 
with himself that he’d gotten as many answers as he had. 
 Mike rushed home, as he had the night before, but this time he went straight to the 
kitchen table instead of the shower. He pulled out a yellow legal pad and began to count, 
figure and transfer his notes from the day. A few minutes later when Belinda walked in the 
door, instead of freshly showered husband, the house smelled like garbage, diesel fuel and 
body odor. 
 “Michael, get into that bathroom and get cleaned up!” Belinda scolded. “You’ve 
got the whole house smelling like your shop.” 
 “I was just working on my homework assignment,” Mike responded. “I want to 
make sure I do a good job.” 
 “After you get cleaned up…now go!” There wasn’t any mistaking Belinda’s 
instruction.  Mike got up and headed toward the bathroom. “I think the old man is going to 
like what I found out today.” Belinda half-smiled but didn’t want her sign of approval to 
indicate to Mike she had not meant exactly what she said. 
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 After a shower and donning clean clothes that didn’t reek of garbage, the couple sat 
down and ate a fried bologna sandwich and a few potato chips. There wasn’t much time 
before the church service began across the street, so Mike quickly gathered up his notes, 
his Bible and his bride and they started across the street. Mike noticed something strange. 
The parking lot already had several cars in it and there was a small group of folks standing 
at the door waiting to get in. What’s going on? he thought to himself, people never get here 
early. 
 That evening as the big clock on the back wall ticked closer and closer to starting 
time, people kept coming in. Some of them Mike knew but many he didn’t. Pastor Mike 
greeted them at the door and welcomed them, and they responded with broad smiles and 
seemed excited to be there. One man with slick, coal-black hair came in sporting a huge 
grin which revealed a bright gold tooth right in the front of his mouth. “I’m a friend of 
Patrick. We’ve come to hear The Storyteller,” he said, hardly able to contain his 
anticipation. Behind him was his girlfriend, who looked too young to be the mother of the 
small, olive-skinned child, with pierced ears and beautiful dark green eyes who she was 
carrying. 
 By starting time the little auditorium which had been roped off half-way back to 
keep the little congregation contained, was full back to the rope. Mike had never seen this 
many people in their little building before. He was beaming when he stood to greet the 
crowd and lead them in a couple of hymns. As he looked back over the congregation he 
thought of all the needs that were represented. Could the stories of the evangelist really 
speak to all those needs? There were lots of emotions he was experiencing, not all of them 
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good, including a little jealousy. He knew what was happening at the “Something-
something Baptist Church” was good, but could it last? 
 Pastor Mike introduced the evangelist much as he had the last couple of nights. 
And the response was the same as last night…whispering, talking and applause for the old 
man as he made his way to the stage. His steps were tentative, especially as he neared the 
stage. He stopped and looked at the step as though he may not attempt the climb. He turned 
to Mike and asked, “Pastor do you think we could move my seat down to this level 
tonight?” Mike got up and moved toward the stage as fast as a man of his girth could 
possibly do. He placed the 
cushioned seat directly 
behind the old evangelist, 
who by this time had shuffled 
his feet around so he was 
facing the congregation and 
then gently settled down into 
its softness.  
 “Tonight,” the old man started, “I want to have just the children come down and sit 
close to my chair.” Children of all sizes and colors came at his invitation. Some ran, some 
crawled underneath the pews to try and reach the front quicker, and some came dragging 
their parents with them for added security. Soon all the children were staring at the old 
man waiting for the story to start. 
 “How many of you like birthday parties? How about holiday parties? What about 
just any kind of party?” The old man paused after each question allowing the children to 
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cheer and holler their approval. “I’d say you like just about any kind of party. Is that 
right?” Mike smiled as he watched the children go crazy with excitement. Just the thought 
of a party was enough to throw them into a frenzy.  
At that point, Mrs. Dowdy got up from her seat on the pew and came forward to 
hand the evangelist his props. The old man stretched the elastic band down on a cone 
shaped party hat with tassels on top and slipped it on to his head with pride. Then he took 
the party favor which had come with the hat and blew hard, giving off a kazoo sound and 
causing the curled up paper to extend itself long enough to bump a small child sitting in 
front of him. The little group roared with laughter. 
“Well, I like parties too and did you know that God likes parties as well? As a 
matter of fact, God is planning the biggest party in the whole wide world. Would you like 
to hear about it?” The children squealed with excitement and the old man had to wait a 
couple of minutes while Pastor Mike shushed the children so he could begin the story.  
 For the next twenty-five or thirty minutes the old evangelist spun a tale of a 
heavenly party. “This party,” he said “was held in a place that had golden streets, games, 
cake, bright lights and big houses.” Somehow he was able to weave the Biblical 
descriptions of heaven into his narrative in such a way that the children were magically 
transported to this celestial celebration. But they were not the only ones. Occasionally, 
Pastor Mike would turn and look at the adults who were sitting on the edges of their pews. 
They had not been invited into the inner circle that night, but they were no less engaged 
than the children. They looked as though they’d never really imagined what heaven was 
like. Even he had never heard heaven explained in such a mysterious and fanciful way. 
Mike couldn’t help but think of his favorite musical, Music Man. In that story the traveling 
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salesman attempting to sell band instruments to the townsfolk came with the warning label, 
“spellbinder.” Pastor Mike wondered if that title weren’t appropriate for this mild-
mannered evangelist who by all appearances had thrown his spell over this rag-tag 
congregation.  
 Once again, the story ended sooner than anyone wanted. The end of the story meant 
disappointment for those who were there to escape the realities of their broken lives. Those 
seeking shelter in the never-never land of the evangelist would have to walk home that 
night on streets of asphalt rather than gold.  
Pastor Mike stood and did something he had not done the first two nights. He had 
fully intended when the revival began to give his usual altar call at the end of each service. 
The first two nights had not been what he expected and he wasn’t really sure if an altar call 
was appropriate after simply telling stories. But tonight he knew he had to give the altar 
call. The evangelist had painted such a beautiful picture of heaven that he found himself 
wanting to go there…right then.  
“I know some of you are wondering if heaven is in your future,” Pastor Mike 
started slowly, so as not to disturb the delicate balance between the story and the serious 
matter at hand. “I would hate to think of anyone leaving tonight without the assurance that 
when you’re time comes, heaven will be waiting on the other side. If you would like to talk 
about that, I’ll be here to talk and pray with you while we sing.” 
Without missing a beat, Pastor Mike started to sing “Amazing Grace.” He closed 
his eyes as he sang. When he began the last verse, “When we’ve been there ten thousand 
years” he felt warm tears flowing down his cheeks. He was overcome with emotion as he 
envisioned the beautiful place described in tonight’s story. His eyes were closed and the 
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next thing he felt was the touch of a hand taking his. He opened his eyes to see a gold tooth 
shining up at him from a wide grin. The brownish face and chocolate-colored eyes were 
moist from tears as well. “I want to go to heaven,” he said, “I want to know for sure.” 
It had been a while since anyone had walked the aisle at “Something-something 
Baptist Church.” So long in fact, Pastor Mike wasn’t sure he remembered exactly what he 
was supposed to do. He took the man’s hand and led him to the altar where they knelt and 
prayed. When they stood to their feet and embraced one another, the gold tooth along with 
its owner disappeared in the embrace of Pastor Mike. It was as though he had instantly 
been swallowed by a huge bear. Only the occasional glimpse of the smile on the little 
man’s face and joy in Mike’s eyes gave the congregation hope that the man would survive. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
The entire service had taken less than an hour off the big clock on the back wall, 
but in some way it had either moved the little church backward into its glory days or 
forward into a place Pastor Mike had only occasionally allowed himself to dream about. 
He wondered if it could really happen here; people, happy people, bringing other people 
and those people being moved by God’s Spirit. As he stood at the back door of the 
building leading out into the dark streets where little groups gathered to buy and sell drugs, 
drink their bottles of courage and comfort and solicit sexual favors, Pastor Mike shook 
hands with a different group of people than he had greeted just one hour earlier. Although 
their problems had not magically gone away in the past hour, these folks had hope in their 
eyes; a belief that God had not forgotten and forsaken them. God had heard their cries and 
their prayers to once again be used in their community to show the way…and tonight one 
man who had once been lost now was found…was blind but now could see. 
One of the last people out that night was Mrs. Partin. She had an uncharacteristic 
smile on her face. It appeared she may have been crying earlier. When she reached to 
shake Pastor Mike’s hand she took it firmly. She looked into his eyes and said, “This is 
what I’ve been praying for Brother Mike. All I wanted was for people to find Jesus in this 
place like they used to.” 
Mike looked at her and fought back the tears as he shook her hand and nodded his 
head at the same time. “I know, Mrs. Partin. I know. Me too.” 
 
 	  
127 
Pastor Mike had nearly forgotten about his homework assignment and his standing 
appointment with the evangelist each night after the service. Once everyone had filed out 
and the building was empty, Mike turned and noticed the old man and his wife patiently 
waiting. About that time Belinda came out of the back of the building where she had been 
locking up doors and turning off lights. Mike tried to cover his forgetfulness as he asked, 
“Are we still on for coffee tonight?” 
“Of course we are Mike, that is if you did your homework,” the evangelist said 
with a slight chuckle in his voice and a wrinkled smile on his face. Mike couldn’t put his 
finger on it but every time the old man smiled, he just seemed to forget everything else. 
Maybe it was that light blue seersucker jacket he always wore that made his eyes of the 
same color seem too perfect, almost crystal blue. Whatever it was, it made him feel 
comfortable and at ease, and Mike liked the feeling very much. 
“Then let’s go,” Mike said as he turned to Belinda, “Are you ready?” Belinda 
winked at her husband and took his arm. He was sure it was just his imagination but Mike 
felt he was floating on air and lighting up the sidewalk as they walked out to the parking 
lot.  
“You know the way don’t you?” Mike asked as the old couple slipped into their 
van. The evangelist gave a “thumbs-up” as he closed the door and his old van hesitantly 
sputtered to a start. 
 
 “Coffee all around?” Mabel called out as the foursome entered the greasy spoon 
diner causing the little bell above the door to tinkle. 
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 “Yes ma’am,” Mike said through a wide grin he hadn’t been able to wipe off his 
face for the last half-hour or so. “Maybe a slice of pie for each of us too, Mabel. What kind 
ya got?”  
 “Fresh apple, just baked it today. How ‘bout a scoop of vanilla bean ice cream on 
top, Mike?” Mabel asked although she already knew the answer. 
 “You bet,” Mike said before checking with anyone else.  
 Mabel busied herself pouring the rich, black liquid which seemed far too thick for 
coffee. After she brought it out, she started the serious business of serving up pie and ice 
cream. Mike could hardly take his eyes off the preparations, but then he remembered why 
they were there. There was no time to waste. He had learned from last night’s encounter 
that sooner than he wanted, the evangelist would be ready for the soft bed in the motel 
room.  
 “I did my homework,” Mike said proudly. “I think I have the answers.” 
 The evangelist seemed slightly amused by Mike’s assumption he had figured the 
whole thing out in less than 24 hours. The corners of his mouth indicated a slight grin. “Do 
tell,” he said with as straight a face as he could muster. 
 “I asked several people at work today about what was most important to them in 
life. I was kind of surprised at how similar the answers were,” Mike said as he picked up 
his legal pad and set it on the table beside his coffee, but making sure to leave room for the 
piece of apple pie which was on its way out of the kitchen. 
 “So what did you come up with?” the evangelist asked. 
 “Well, the most common answer was family. We kinda discovered that last night 
with the wives. But even most of the men said either family or their kids or their wife. So 
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that all seems to fall under family, right?” Mike didn’t really give anyone an opportunity to 
answer before he continued. “And a lot of the guys said food and/or drink, if you know 
what I mean. Some of them said food, like cooking out, or going out to eat, but they almost 
always mentioned ‘with friends or family’. So I wasn’t really sure whether to put that with 
family or not.”  
Mike finally stopped long enough to catch his breath and when he did the 
evangelist laid his fork down and held up the palm of his hand so that Mike would take a 
few minutes to listen, and maybe start in on the piece of pie Mabel had set in front of him. 
His ice cream had already started to melt over the sides of the dessert plate.  
 “Mike, I think the ‘with friends or family’ comment lets us know there’s another 
category or maybe it’s a subcategory. I call it the ‘social category’. People, at least most 
people, like to have social experiences with other people. The social dimension can bleed 
over into several other categories so for me at least, it’s not a ‘stand-alone’ like the others. 
What else did you come up with?” the old man asked as a teacher might ask his pupils.  
 Before Mike could get his answer out Belinda interrupted. “I hate to butt in, but I’d 
like to know what category tonight’s story fell under. It doesn’t seem like it was family or 
food. Was it about being social?” 
 Now it was Mike’s turn to butt in. Before the evangelist could look up from his pie 
Mike blurted out, “I’ll bet I know.” The evangelist looked a little surprised that Mike 
would be so impolite. “Most of the guys said one the most important things for them was 
either weekends, parties, or sports events…you know like tailgate parties at a football 
game, going to a ball game with their buddies, or even birthday parties for the family and 
friends. I wasn’t sure where to put that stuff either but after hearing the story tonight I’m 
 	  
130 
thinking it was about ‘parties’.” Mike raised his eyebrows and looked across the table at 
the old man as if to say, “Am I right, am I right?” 
 “Well you’re both right,” the evangelist spoke up quickly to avoid being beaten to 
the conversational punch by either Belinda or Mike. “Tonight’s story was about a party. I 
call this category; celebration. Sports events are really celebrations, as are parties. 
Weekends are sort of a celebration of the fact someone made it through another week. 
And, yes Belinda there is usually a social aspect to celebration. So it’s both. But why do 
you think I told my story to the children tonight?” 
 Belinda smiled because she knew the answer, “Because children l-o-o-o-v-e 
parties!” 
 “Exactly right, Belinda, and we know because family is important to adults, 
whatever story brings joy to the children will bring joy to the adults. They love seeing their 
children happy. So by telling a story about parties to the children, the parents and adults 
were drawn into the story as well. It is simply amazing how effective telling stories can 
be.” 
 “As a matter of fact Mike,” he continued, “the reason it’s so important to know 
these themes is because they are the things God cares about too. If your stories center 
around these things and God, then people begin to understand that God cares.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
Anticipating that he was pushing the time limit, Mike intended to draw the 
conversation toward the rest of his list. But before he could speak, the old man and his 
wife, almost at the same moment scooted their chairs away from the table. 
 “I hear that bed callin’ my name Mike. I’m sorry but we’ll have to continue 
tomorrow evening. Do you want another assignment?” the evangelist asked as he slowly 
stood. 
 “Of course,” Mike quickly answered, “as long as it’s not too hard.” 
 “Just figure out, of the categories you’ve got listed, which ones will speak to every 
generation, every culture or ethnicity, and both men and women. Then cross check that list 
with the things you know God cares about. You should be able to come up with at least 
five in common.” 
 “I’ll do my best, but how do I know?” asked Mike really wanting a long answer 
rather than a short one. 
 “You already know what God cares about. Now think about the needs of your 
congregation. What’s important them and to God?” the evangelist responded as he started 
to walk. 
 Mike wanted to get in one more question before the night was over. “Brother, do 
you think you’d be up for a little excitement tomorrow? I always take Thursday mornings 
off for our bread ministry. It’ll take most of the morning, but I guarantee you’ll enjoy 
yourself.” 
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 “Sure Mike. Will you pick me up so the Mrs. can keep the car?” the evangelist 
asked hoping it wouldn’t be too early. 
 “Sure, I’ll pick you up at 8:00 a.m. sharp,” Mike said a little louder as the 
evangelist moved further and further away.  
“I’ll take care of the bill. You go back and get some rest,” Mike wasn’t sure the old 
couple even heard him. They were past their prime and the late nights seemed to be 
catching up with them, especially Brother Dowdy. Mike noticed the lop-sided shuffle in 
his step as he walked toward his van. Mike sat down and started going through his lists. 
Mabel poured another cup, the last cup of the hot coffee into Mike’s cup.  
 Belinda put her arm as far around Mike’s broad back as it would reach. “What cha 
thinkin’ about honey…?” 
 Mike’s chin settled into the palm of his hand as though he was in deep thought. He 
didn’t hear his wife’s question. His mind was far from the little diner. Something was 
happening inside his head, or maybe his heart. He couldn’t explain it, but something was 
different. He was thinking about stories…fantasies…‘Once upon a time’ kind of tales. He 
was so deeply entranced by the thoughts racing through his head, he didn’t want to come 
back to reality…he wanted to live in the story that was spinning itself inside his 
imagination.  
But a voice kept calling him back…“Mike, are you alright honey? Mike, what cha 
thinkin’ about?” 
 Belinda’s voice finally penetrated the trance.  
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 “What?” Mike seemed as though he was just returning from a long voyage. “Oh, I 
was just thinking about what we talked about tonight. What do you think about getting my 
list down to five things that are important to people and God?” 
 “Well, it seems like you’ve already got it down to just a few. What do you feel was 
the most important and would speak to everyone?” Belinda was trying to make it as easy 
as possible for her husband to figure out. 
 “Family, food and celebration for sure,” Mike replied, “but I’m not sure about the 
other two.” 
 “Well, have you thought that it might be something people don’t like to talk about, 
but still something that everyone could relate too?” Belinda said wanting Mike to feel like 
he came up with the answer himself. 
 “Like what?” Mike asked, still not getting the hint. 
 “I was just thinking that people don’t like to talk about money and finances…but 
still it’s something that everyone can relate to,” she said still trying to coax him along. 
 “Money, that’s certainly something everybody thinks about. And God cares about it 
too. I think that could definitely be one category,” Mike said very pleased with himself that 
he had figured it out. 
 “Honey, it’s getting late. You’ve got four out of five. Maybe tomorrow you can 
give it some more thought. I’ve gotta get home and get some rest,” Belinda said wiping her 
eyes. 
 They stood while Mike was taking the last sup of coffee. He reached into the back 
pocket, pulled out his wallet and retrieved a $20 dollar bill. He left the bill on the table, 
shouted good-bye to Mabel and walked out hand in hand with his wife. Mike was feeling 
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pretty good about his discoveries. For the first time in a long time he felt he was learning 
some things that might help him become a better pastor. He wasn’t sure, but maybe he 
could learn about telling stories.  
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CHAPTER NINE 
 
 Mike pulled up outside the Comfort Inn® a few minutes before 8 o’clock. He was 
anxious to get started with his Thursday morning bread ministry, but even more excited 
about getting to spend a few hours with the evangelist. He started to get out and knock on 
the door but just as he reached for the door handle of his old pick-up truck, he saw 
someone walking very slowly toward the truck. 
 The evangelist moved even slower in the morning than he did at night, Mike 
thought as Brother Dowdy made his way to the pick-up and climbed in. Every move the 
old man made seemed exaggerated and labored. 
 “I’m sure glad you could make it this morning. I’ve been doing this bread ministry 
for a couple years now and I think it’ll really help you understand our folks a little better. 
Here’s how it works. Every Thursday the bakery downtown lets us come in and get all 
their day-old bread, pastries, cakes and pies. That’s what all those cardboard boxes in the 
back are for. We’ll fill ‘em all up this morning. Then we take ‘em back to the church’s 
fellowship hall. There’ll be several people there to help us split ‘em all up and put ‘em in 
plastic bags. Then well go over to the apartment buildings near the church building and 
pass ‘em out. It’s a great way to meet the people in the community and they can really use 
the help. Sometimes we even take a birthday cake to someone we know is having a 
birthday. Sound like fun?” Mike had been talking non-stop since the evangelist got in the 
truck and when he looked over for a response the old man looked like he might just jump 
out of the truck.  
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 “Well Mike,” he finally said, “it sounds like a lot of work. I’m not sure I’m up for 
all that.” 
 “Don’t you worry. We’ll do all the work. You’re just along for the ride as far as 
I’m concerned.” Mike was smiling but the old man wasn’t.  
 For the next hour Mike and the evangelist picked through doughnuts, pastries, 
loaves of every kind of bread imaginable, unclaimed birthday cakes and pies. Once in the 
boxes Mike would carry them out and put them in the back of the truck. Soon the boxes 
and the truck were full and it was time to go back to the church building and sort.  
 Mike didn’t really give the evangelist the option to return to the motel. He had been 
listening to him tell story after story about his life and ministry. He told him about how 
God had taught him to tell stories through an old friend Jonah, who he had met many years 
ago. Mike wanted to hear more stories and he figured the evangelist could sit in a 
comfortable chair and tell his tales while the rest of them sorted the bakery finds.  
 Another hour went by with lots of stories…wonderful stories…colorful stories and 
even some sad stories. It was all making more sense to Mike. No wonder stories were so 
important. No wonder they held such power over those who listened. Mike had been 
listening for two hours and it seemed like a few minutes. He could listen all day. 
 Even though Mike wanted to hear more, it was clear the evangelist had reached his 
limit. As Mike was getting ready to load the freshly packaged baked goods into the truck 
for distribution, he caught a glimpse of the storyteller. He looked a little pale and weak, 
and as much as Mike wanted it to continue, he didn’t want to jeopardize the evening’s 
service.  
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 “Why don’t I take you back to the motel so you can get some lunch and some rest 
before the night’s service? Mike looked at his son who was anything but small and said, 
“Little Mike, why don’t you take the boxes over to the apartment complex now with the 
others? You know how we do it. I’ll take Brother Dowdy on over to the motel and let him 
get some rest.” Mike’s usual habit was to just keep talking without ever giving people the 
opportunity to answer. He found that gave people a lot less opportunity to say “no.” Little 
Mike started hauling the boxes out to the truck. Big Mike got into his son’s car with the 
evangelist and started toward the motel. 
 “Brother Dowdy, I want to thank you for all the stories today. I feel like I know you 
a lot better now. By the way, my favorite stories were the ones about you and your old 
preacher friend. Say, do you think I could ever learn to tell stories like you?” Mike really 
wanted an answer…a yes or no answer. But the evangelist wasn’t in the habit of answering 
that way. Instead the old man looked over at Mike and said, “Soon enough, Mike. Soon 
enough.” 
 
 The phone rang once, twice, a third time and finally Mike was able to get his hand 
on the receiver. He slowly lifted the wrong end to his ear but soon realized he needed to 
switch ends. When he did, he could hear sobbing and in between the sobs a word or two. 
Mike thought he recognized the voice as the evangelist’s wife. Finally, in desperation to 
understand what was going on he asked, “Where are you?” 
 “At the emergency room…at Methodist Hospital…please hurry Brother Mike,” the 
fragile voice on the other end said.  
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 “I’ll be there in a few minutes,” Mike tried to sound more awake than he really was 
as he hung up the phone. He had called work when he got home from taking the evangelist 
to the motel to take the rest of the day off and get some rest. He had laid down for a short 
nap but instead had fallen deep asleep. He hadn’t been sleeping well because he couldn’t 
get his mind off of the stories and the lack of sleep had caught up with him. He picked up 
the phone and called Belinda at work to tell her he was on the way to Methodist hospital. 
“Who is it?” she could tell from Mike’s voice it was serious. “I think it’s Brother Dowdy, 
the evangelist.” Mike said as he grabbed his keys and ran out the door.  
 “I’ll meet you there,” she said, clearing her throat to keep from crying. “See you in 
a few minutes.” 
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CHAPTER TEN 
 
When Mike got to the emergency room he flashed his clergy badge and told them 
he was there to see Carl Dowdy. They directed him to Room #9 where he found the 
evangelist lying on a stretcher. His wife was holding his hand and the nurses and doctors 
came and went, each checking the readings on the monitors. 
 “What happened Mrs. Dowdy?” Mike asked a little impatiently. He was used to 
being in control and this was definitely out of his control. 
 “It was a heart attack. He laid down for a nap this afternoon and woke up 
complaining of chest pains. I called 911 but by the time they got there he was already 
going in and out of consciousness.” Mrs. Dowdy’s hands were shaking and tears were 
streaming down her face. 
 Mike felt guilty. This was entirely his fault. He had pushed the evangelist too hard 
this morning. He’d been selfish, trying to squeeze as many stories out of him as possible. 
He looked down at the old man, who looked ten years older than he had just a few hours 
ago. He was so pale that his ruffled white hair seemed to have more color than his face. 
The wrinkles that usually twitched with glee were still. His eyes were closed but it seemed 
obvious he was trying to open them. Mike reached down and touched his hand. When he 
did, the evangelist’s eyes opened half way. 
 “Jonah?” the old man said in a weak voice. “Jonah?” His eyes closed again. Mike 
tried to understand the story the evangelist was now mumbling but besides the word 
“Jonah” he couldn’t understand anything. 
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 “Brother Dowdy,” Mike said leaning close to the pale ear of the evangelist. But the 
voice the old man heard was not Mike’s. 
 
The evangelist heard another voice…one calling from far away. A familiar voice… 
the raspy timbre brought a slight smile to his face and a tear to his eye. The voice came 
from his old friend Jonah.  
 “Carl…Carl Dowdy, is that you?” All other voices faded away now. Jonah’s was 
the only voice he heard. And it seemed to be getting closer. “Carl…son, is that you?” 
 Jonah started to come into focus. He was surrounded by something that looked like 
white fog, but Carl could tell it was him. Jonah was unmistakable. He was short, a dark-
skinned black man with close-cut, white hair. His skin was just like he remembered, tough 
and wrinkled from years of working in the sun. Jonah walked up beside him and took his 
hand. It was rough and calloused and large enough to swallow Carl’s.  
 They looked into each other’s eyes for a few moments…words were not needed. 
Carl knew what was happening although he couldn’t make the words come out. He knew 
somehow he was balanced between the world where he could faintly hear the beep of a 
heart monitor and the one where Jonah stood. 
 It had been nearly thirty years since Carl and Jonah had last spoken. It was a night 
an awful lot like this one. A night when the roles were reversed and Carl had been the one 
holding Jonah’s hand as he slipped back and forth between two worlds. It was one of the 
saddest nights of his life as his mentor and friend breathed his last breaths and spoke his 
last words.  
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 Jonah had spent several years as teacher to Carl. Not in the traditional sense of the 
word, but Jonah’s influence on the younger Carl could not have been any more profound. 
Carl had come to the Community Church in the little town as a young pastor right out of 
seminary.  He struggled with preaching and communicating what he wanted to say. Two 
years, and over one hundred sermons later, Carl was ready to leave the ministry. One 
afternoon, while trying to write his letter of resignation, there was a knock on the study 
door in the back of the little white frame church building. There in stark contrast to the 
white-washed walls was Jonah’s dark silhouette. His grin told Carl he was there to 
encourage him.  
 When Carl gestured for 
Jonah to enter the room, he did, 
walking with a slight limp. He 
was unassuming, wearing faded 
bibbed-overalls and wiping his 
brow with a bright red bandana 
as he walked in. He extended 
his hand toward Carl. That was 
the first time he would feel the 
rough, leathery skin and the firm 
handshake that would be 
repeated hundreds of times over 
the next fifteen years.  
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 “My name is Jonah. I preach at the little church on the other side of town,” Jonah 
said at the same time as he sat down in the worn leather chair. Carl understood that the 
“other side of town” meant on the other side of the railroad tracks which divided the town 
by color. 
 “I’m Carl…the preacher here,” he hesitated, “but probably not for much longer.” 
Carl hung his head as those solemn words seemed to drop to the ground with their 
weightiness.  
 “I kind of thought you might need a little pick-me-up. ‘Bout two years is the limit 
at this little church. I’ve seen a lot of young fellas come and go,” Jonah said as he smiled 
and half-winked with a little flicker in his eye. 
 “I’m afraid I need a lot more than encouragement, Brother Jonah. I think I need a 
new career. I just don’t think I’m cut out to be a preacher. Nothing I say seems to connect 
with these folks.” Carl’s eyes were a little moist now. It was obvious from the crack in his 
voice that he cared deeply for the folks at this little church. He wasn’t leaving because he 
was mad or being forced out, he just felt like a failure. 
 “I understand young fella. Prechin’ can be a chore, or it can be the greatest joy in 
your life.” It wasn’t hard to tell which it was for Jonah. His eyes danced as he talked about 
preaching. “I’ve been preachin’ to the folks at my church for nigh onto 30 years, and I 
can’t wait ‘til Sunday comes each week,” Jonah was getting a lilt in his voice now. Carl 
was afraid he might launch into a sermon any minute.  
 “I just don’t know how you do it. I’m worn out every time I get out of the 
pulpit…feel like I’ve been run over with a big Mack truck. Preaching is just not fun for 
me.” Carl’s lips said the words, but his face told the story. Wrinkles had already started 
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forming on this twenty-five-year olds forehead. As a matter of fact Carl felt a little 
pressure in his chest just talking about preaching. Some Sundays he didn’t even know if 
he’d make it through the sermon without passing out from the stress.  
 “Well, one things for sure,” Jonah said as he leaned back on the back legs of the old 
chair, “You either gotta stop preachin’ or change the way you preach.” 
 “But I only know one way to preach, Brother Jonah. I just know how to preach like 
they taught me in seminary…introduction, three points, a poem and a prayer. That’s what I 
do every week, and every week I get the same response…polite nods and handshakes,” 
Carl was sounding more and more like he might break into tears and so he stopped to clear 
his throat before he went on. “Isn’t that how you preach?” 
 “Mercy no! Haven’t preached like that for nearly 30 years. Found a better way.” 
Jonah was still smiling as he talked and now he had Carl hooked, and so he waited for his 
response. 
 “How’s that Jonah? How do you preach?” Carl asked, but wasn’t sure he wanted 
the answer, not right now. He had his mind all made up to quit preaching and he really 
didn’t see how a different style was going to change much. He found himself impatiently 
asking again, “How do you preach?” 
 “Well, son…I could tell you, but I’d rather show you. You see, I’m not so much a 
preacher as I am just an ole’ storyteller.” There it was again, that half-smile, half-wink with 
a little glimmer. It was almost magical the way he looked at Carl. It was so irresistible that 
Carl found himself strangely drawn to this little man, like a penny nail to a magnet. He 
found himself so curious that he blurted out the next question. 
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 “How can I…when could I hear you preach? I’d love to see what you’re talking 
about.” Now Carl’s voice was getting animated.  
 “Seven o’clock tonight Carl. We’re havin’ revival services at our little church. You 
come as my special guest.” Jonah acted as though this wouldn’t be anything out of the 
ordinary, but Carl wasn’t so sure. 
 “Are you sure it’ll be alright, Jonah. I mean isn’t your church…well, what I mean 
to say is…will I be out of place?” Carl felt a little embarrassed to ask, but he felt like he 
had to know. 
 “I’ll have a special place of honor for you right up front. If you ain’t uncomfortable 
‘round me, you won’t be around any of our folk. We’re just plain people.” Jonah said it in 
a way that put Carl’s mind completely at ease. 
 They both stood up at the same time, although Jonah rose quite a bit slower than 
did Carl. “I’ll see you tonight,” Carl said as he stuck out his hand. Jonah grabbed it again 
with that firm, calloused touch, but didn’t say a word. He just smiled and turned and 
walked out. 
 Carl looked down and saw the letter of resignation sitting half-finished in his 
typewriter. Somehow he had lost his resolve to write it today. He rolled the carriage return 
and pulled the paper out. He folded it in half and tucked it in a drawer. “Maybe tomorrow,” 
he thought as he walked out the door and across the gravel parking lot to the little 
parsonage next door. He hadn’t told his wife he intended to resign…so one more day 
wouldn’t matter. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
 Carl arrived right on time for the revival service that night. At least he thought he 
was on time. After pulling into the empty parking lot, he was wondering if he were really 
early or really late. Then a few minutes later, an old pick-up truck pulled in beside him and 
Jonah opened the door. He eased his way onto the parking lot in a way that made it seem 
like he was delicately descending a tall ladder. Even so, he landed on both feet harder than 
he had planned, and instantly his limp became a little more pronounced than it had been in 
Carl’s office.  
 “Good evenin’ Brother Carl,” Jonah said with a grin. 
 Carl nodded back and glanced down at his watch.  
 “Oh, don’t you worry ‘bout the time Carl. We’ll get started soon ‘nough. We’ll get 
started soon ‘nough.” Jonah walked as he talked, and the repeated phrase seemed to fade in 
intensity as Jonah pulled a huge wad of keys from his pocket. After selected the proper 
one, he opened the old, weathered doors on the little building. Carl followed Jonah inside. 
The damp, musty smell was familiar. It smelled like every other little country church he’d 
ever been in. The building was warm from the afternoon sun and Jonah quickly went 
around and wrestled each of the old, sticky windows open to let in some fresh air. He 
propped them open with a ruler-length, round stick that had been left on each window sill 
for just that purpose. 
 “Soon ‘nough,” as Jonah had said, others started to enter through the front doors 
which were being held open by make-shift hooks fashioned out of old, wire coat hangers. 
Carl wasn’t sure whether the doors were being held open to serve as an invitation to 
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passers-by to join in the revival service or to solicit the Lord to send a cool breeze, but in 
both cases it seemed to be working. By half past seven, a full half-an-hour past the 
advertised starting time, Jonah felt the crowd was sufficient to begin. He walked slowly to 
the pulpit and raised his hand high in the air, but didn’t say a word.  The signal was heeded 
by everyone present. A holy hush fell over the congregation and stillness settled in. The 
only movement was the back-and-forth motion of the cardboard fans held by most of the 
women in the still-warm building. Mounted on what look like giant Popsicle sticks, each 
one had a picture of a dark-complected Jesus carrying a lamb over his shoulders. Carl 
wasn’t sure, but it seemed there was a coordinated rhythm to the movement of the fan and 
the rocking back and forth of the bodies in the pews.  
 If there was any doubt about the rhythm, it was quelled as the pianist began to play. 
In perfect time with the beat of the fans and bodies, the bluesy beat started softly but soon 
began to swell in volume. Jonah began singing and then others joined in. The song 
sounded sad at first, but as each verse came and went, the tempo increased and then at 
some point the flatted-third of the minor key disappeared leaving the spiritual sounding 
hopeful and happy. 
 Each song was peppered with a “Praise, the Lord” here and a “Thank You Jesus” 
there. Somewhere in the middle of the third or fourth song, Carl found himself standing 
with the rest of the congregation, clapping on the off-beat. He had never heard the songs 
before but the words were repetitive and he caught on quickly. 
 The singing went on for over an hour but Carl didn’t mind. He loved the 
excitement and passion. Finally the music began to wind down and Jonah made his way 
from behind the pulpit and sat in an antique, high-back chair with a red velvet cushion and 
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a cross etched in the back piece. There were arm rests and Jonah placed his arms 
deliberately on each side and curled his dark hands around the rounded ends.  
 Carl remembered his first meeting with Jonah that afternoon and thought how 
different he looked tonight. The bibbed-overalls had been replaced with a well-worn 
cream-color suit and vest. The red bandana had been replaced with a bright green, silk 
handkerchief that matched his tie. The droplets of perspiration on Jonah’s brow, however, 
remained the same as in the office. Jonah sat for several seconds wiping his whole face dry 
with the green hanky, and then sat quietly as he seemed to collect his thoughts. This is 
what Carl had been waiting for…a lesson in how to preach. Was he about to learn more 
about the secret of preaching from this man than he had in three years of seminary? 
 “When I was a little boy,” Jonah started, “we were sharecroppers. My grandmother 
and grandfather lived with us and many times around the dinner table, after a hard day’s 
work in the field, they would tell us stories ‘bout when they were slaves.” 
 Carl forgot all about the sermon he had come to hear. He was already hooked. 
Jonah’s grandparents had been slaves? Carl sat up straight, and scooted to the edge of the 
pew. 
 Jonah continued, “One night as we were sitting at the dinner table, my 
grandmother, we called her ‘Bibi,’ told us about something that happened when she was 
little. Bibi said when she was a girl; she used to love to go swimming down at the river. 
She was never supposed to go alone. But one day it was ‘specially hot’ and my Bibi 
wanted to go swimming and there was no one to take her. She ran out into the field where 
her mama was working and begged her to let her go to the river alone. Bibi’s mama said no 
and sent her back to the house to wait for supper. But Bibi got impatient waiting for the 
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family to come in from the fields, so she snuck out and went down to the river anyway. 
She said that cool water felt so good on her warm body and she couldn’t figure out how 
something that made her feel so good, could possibly be wrong. She splashed in the water 
and swung on an ole’ vine which reached out over the deepest part of the little swimming 
hole. She giggled to herself every time she dropped into the cool water from the vine. She 
intended to only stay a little while, but she plumb lost track of time, and it started getting 
late. ‘One more swing from the vine,’ she said out loud, ‘then I’ll run home before mama 
gets there.’ She climbed out of the water, got up on the stump with the vine in her hand and 
jumped as high in the air as she could. The vine took her out over the river and she let go at 
just the right time. Her little body sunk clean to the bottom of that ole’ river and when her 
feet hit the bottom she felt something sharp and painful. The shooting pain went up her 
whole leg and she had to remember not to gasp ‘til her head came back out of the water. As 
soon as it did she screamed to the top o’ her lungs.” 
 Jonah had become part of the story he was telling. His hands and body acted out the 
words as he spoke them. His facial expressions mimicked both the joy and the pain of his 
tale. His run-on sentences made it seem like he never took a breath. Carl’s eyes were wide 
open and he was on the edge of his seat. Everyone else seemed relaxed as they nodded in 
agreement or uttered a soft, “uh – huh” along the way. Perhaps they had heard this one 
before or maybe they were used to Jonah’s storytelling, but all Carl knew was that he 
wasn’t leaving until he heard the end of the story. 
 “Meanwhile,” Jonah continued hardly taking a breath, “Bibi’s mama had come 
home from the fields and was fixing some dinner. The doors and windows of the little 
shanty were all wide open to cool the house and when my Bibi screamed, her mama heard 
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it. She dropped her knife and took off in the direction of the screaming…toward the river. 
Halfway to the swimming hole, her mama met my Bibi coming up the little dirt path, 
screaming and hollering and bleeding like a stuck pig. Seems she had landed on a broken 
bottle on the river bottom and had just about cut her big toe clean off.” 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
Now something happened that bothered Carl tremendously. Jonah stopped. Mid-
story, almost mid-breath…he stopped. He took a long breath and sighed and seemed to 
relax and sink into the deep red cushion a little deeper. He closed his eyes for a few 
seconds then opened them and said quietly, “What do you think my Bibi’s mama did 
next?” 
 Carl expected someone to answer, but they didn’t. They just sat, rocking back and 
forth, fanning themselves and softly grunting, “uh-huh…uh-huh.” Jonah let the silence 
linger a bit, maybe for effect, maybe because he was trying to decide where to go with the 
story next, but a full minute later Jonah pulled himself halfway out of the cushion, leaned 
forward, and then with a huge sweeping motion of his arms said, “Bibi’s mama reached 
down and picked her up, that’s what she did, and cuddled her in her arms as she walked as 
fast as she could back home.” 
 Now, Jonah, came all the way out of the chair, stood to his feet, although favoring 
his strong leg, and asked a question that it seemed like he really did want answered. “What 
did my Bibi’s mama teach her that night? More important, what did Bibi’s mama teach her 
about God that night?” 
 A rotund woman, 
who had been fanning 
frantically all night, stood to 
her feet. Her rose-colored 
dress was stretched to its 
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limit and didn’t quite match the hat she wore. She had to push herself up to her feet with 
both hands on the pew in front of her. One hand still clutched the fan and the other a limp, 
lace handkerchief. She took a deep breath as though what she was getting ready to say 
might take a while but instead she used her new found wind to support the volume of her 
voice instead of the length of her speech: “Her mama taught her that God still loves us 
when we sin…that even when we run off to the swimming hole of this world and sin, and 
this ole’ world turns around and makes us bleed, that our Father in heaven will reach down 
and pick us up and forgive us. That’s what she taught her…Thank You Jesus!” With that 
she collapsed back into the pew as though it had taken every bit of her strength to get out 
those few words. She mopped her forehead with the already damp hanky and raised her 
other hand in praise to the Lord. As soon as she sat down, the congregations erupted in 
“Praise the Lords” and “Hallelujahs.” Without so much as a closing prayer the people 
started to stand to their feet and file out of the building, some humming a tune, others 
praising the Lord, but all with a heart full of joy and a smile of their face. 
Carl sat dumbfounded on the front pew, the place of honor Jonah had promised. 
Jonah walked down from the stage and sat next to Carl. He could feel the heat radiating off 
of Jonah’s body. He had worked up a considerable sweat in the telling of his tale. Carl 
didn’t want to be the first to speak but he couldn’t help himself, so he blurted out, “Is that 
how you always preach? I could listen to that kind of preaching forever.” 
Jonah looked into Carl’s eyes and said, “That’s how I always preach, young man, 
and that’s why I never get tired of it. It’s also why my congregation never gets tired of 
hearin’ me preach.  Matter ‘a fact, I’d rather call myself a storyteller than a preacher.” 
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Carl didn’t know what to say, but he felt the urge to say something. He thought for 
a minute and then said, “Jonah, I’ve got two questions. One, will you teach me how to 
preach, I mean tell stories like that and two, will you come and tell your stories at my 
church?” Jonah didn’t answer with words. As Carl was soon to discover, this was just 
about par for the course. Instead, he smiled, with that special grin where the corners of his 
eyes curve up and a little flicker of light reflected off of his espresso-colored eyes. But 
somehow Carl knew the answer to both questions was yes.  
After working together on closing the windows and turning off the lights, the two 
men walked out of the building. Jonah waved goodbye as Carl got in his car and started 
toward home. A thousand questions raced through his mind as he navigated the narrow 
road between one side of town and the other. By the time he reached the little parsonage, 
his body was ready for rest, but his mind kept him up as he considered everything that had 
happened that night. He slipped quietly into bed next to his wife who was already sleeping. 
He was ready for bed, but he wouldn’t be ready for sleep for quite a while. 
 When Carl got to his office the next morning, his head was still reeling from the 
service the night before. He was wondering if he could get his congregation to learn some 
of the music he’d heard. He was also going to look at the calendar and see when he could 
invite Jonah to speak at the Community Church. Maybe on Race Relations Sunday they 
could have a joint service with the Ebenezer Baptist Church. He opened his drawer to pull 
out the calendar and there it was; his half-written letter of resignation. Funny, but the 
resignation letter hadn’t crossed his mind this morning. The service the night before had 
filled his heart with hope like he hadn’t experienced in a long time. He refolded the letter 
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and stuck it back in the drawer, but this time he tucked it under a few other things. It was 
his way of saying he wouldn’t need it for a while. 
 
 Slowly the office in the little white Community Church building faded away. The 
sound of the wooden drawer sliding back into the desk morphed back into beeps. The 
evangelist had been dreaming the kind of dream that one only has when hanging in the 
balance between this world and the next, while Mike and the evangelist’s wife had been 
standing by the bed waiting. As he stood there watching, Mike thought he noticed the 
evangelist’s eyes trying to open again. It was so quiet in the room you could hear each 
shallow breath the evangelist took. Then the silence was broken by the evangelist’s wife. 
“Carl, can you hear me?” she asked. She patted his hand and repeated, “Carl, are you 
awake?” 
 His eyes opened and tracked just enough for Mike to realize he saw them standing 
there. Mike had no idea what time it was, but suddenly Mike’s memory was jogged…what 
about the revival service? It seemed a forgone conclusion; the evangelist wasn’t going to 
be able to preach tonight. The people would be so disappointed. 
 Mike watched as the old man lifted his head just a bit and raised his eyebrows as if 
to motion for him to come closer. “M-i-i-i-i-k-e,” Carl whispered. Before he could speak 
again Brother Mike leaned down over the emergency room gurney.  
 “Yes, Brother Carl, what is it?” Mike was a little surprised he was speaking but 
wanted to catch every word. 
 “Mike, tonight…you ...must…tell the story.” That was it. That’s all he could say. 
Those seven words had absolutely exhausted him. He closed his eyes and drifted off again. 
 	  
154 
The beeps on the heart monitor had been getting progressively slower. Now they dropped 
off completely and slipped into a steady tone. The doctor and nurse rushed into the room. 
The emergency room doctor put his stethoscope to the evangelist’s chest in several 
locations, took the stethoscope out of his ears, shook his head, patted Mrs. Dowdy on the 
shoulder and walked away. After a couple of minutes the nurse who had been standing 
close by unplugged the monitor and now the room went completely silent except for the 
sobbing of the new widow. Her soft hand clutched his lifeless one.  Warm streams of 
emotion made their way down the chubby cheeks of Brother Mike. He gave Mrs. Dowdy a 
sideways hug and walked out of the room and into the waiting area where Belinda was 
seated. She could tell from the way he walked and his blood shot eyes that it was bad.  
“Mike,” she softly asked, “what’s going on?” 
“He’s gone…he’s gone,” he could hardly bring himself to say the words, but they 
were true. Just three hours and a short nap ago he had dropped him off at his motel. The 
evangelist was gone. 
“Oh no, Mike. I’m so sorry. I know you thought a lot of him,” Belinda hesitated as 
though she was thinking and then said what could have been misunderstood as 
insensitivity, “What about the service tonight. We’ll have to cancel.” 
“No!” It was emphatic and maybe harsh sounding too, but Mike had already 
accepted the call. “No, the service goes on. Brother Dowdy said I have to tell the story 
tonight.”  
“But Mike, you don’t know how to tell a story,” Belinda said showing no 
confidence in her husband at all. 
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“God will help me. Brother Dowdy wouldn’t have asked me if he didn’t think I 
could,” Mike said trying to convince himself. 
Belinda knew better than to argue with Mike when his mind was made up. They 
walked slowly out of the waiting area, took the elevator downstairs and walked out to their 
cars. It was 3 o’clock. He had just four hours to get ready for the service. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
  When they got home Mike grabbed a quick bite of late lunch then went over 
to the office at “Something-something Baptist Church” and sat down. The office had 
obviously been designed for someone much smaller in mind. As a matter of fact, Mike had 
always suspected the room they called his office had originally been a closet. There was 
just barely enough room for a small desk, a chair and Mike. But the size of the office 
wasn’t what was on Mike’s mind right now. The only thing he was thinking about was 
writing a story.  
 Mike tried to remember the things the evangelist had said during their coffee times 
after the church services. He thought about his little congregation, their neighborhood, the 
hurts and troubles that surrounded them every day. What could say to them? What kind of 
story could touch their hearts? It had to be something they knew about first 
hand…something they would connect with. Those five things he and the evangelist had 
talked about…what were they? His mind was numb with pain and dull from not sleeping at 
night. The harder he tried to concentrate, the muddier his thoughts got. Family…that was 
one. Food…that was another one. His mind was drawing blanks. This was going to be 
impossible. 
 Mike didn’t know where to turn next. He put his head down on this folded hands 
and began to pray.  
 “Lord, Brother Dowdy asked me to tell a story tonight. If I have to tell the story of 
Little Bo Peep, I’m going to tell a story. But Lord, I don’t think that’s the story you want 
me to tell. So I have to trust you to put a story in my mind, on my heart, so that I will have 
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a story to tell them tonight.” Mike prayed with earnestness and a little desperation. He 
slowed his praying and before he could say “amen” he drifted off to sleep.  
 Mike hadn’t gotten his nap out earlier and he was exhausted from all that had 
happened. He’d only been asleep a few minutes when he started to dream. At first the 
dreams were short and disjointed. But soon the stories that the evangelist had shared with 
him earlier that morning were twisting and turning through Mike’s mind and spinning a 
tale of their own.  
 
 In his dream there were two rocking chairs. One had an old black man dressed in 
bibbed overalls. The other rocking chair held a slightly younger version of the evangelist. 
As they rocked back and forth the men began to talk. 
 “Carl, do you remember our afternoon meetings?” Jonah asked as he smiled.  
 “Yes, Jonah, I remember. Those were the best times. You would tell me stories and 
I would listen. Every day after you finished work at the grain elevator, you would stop by 
my office and tell me a story. I still tell many of those stories. As a matter of fact, I told the 
one about the big birthday party in heaven last night. The people loved it, but I could never 
tell it like you, Jonah. I could never tell it like you.” 
 Jonah smiled as Carl talked about the afternoon storytelling lessons, about how 
hearing the stories for the first time always brought some kind of emotion. “Remember 
Jonah,” Carl recounted, “sometimes I laughed and sometimes tears rolled down my cheeks, 
but I always felt something.” 
 Carl told Jonah, as they rocked back and forth, that right after the meetings started, 
he had begun making notes about the stories. “I didn’t ever want to forget them.  Over the 
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next several years,” he said, “I wrote down hundreds of stories and kept them in notebooks 
in my office. When I had a few minutes, I would pull them out of my desk drawer and read 
them over and over. Then I would try to recite them by memory. After a while I began to 
change some of the details to fit my own life and my congregation. And then in another 
notebook I began writing some of my own stories. Sometimes I would tell them to you and 
you would help me make them better, add a little flair, and then I’d rewrite them again. 
Soon I was telling stories on Sunday morning. Every once in a while I’d even bring the 
flannel graph board in from the children’s department and my wife would cut out 
characters for me to use in my stories. She’d change the board while I told the stories.” 
Carl told Jonah how he began enjoying preaching more and about how his 
unfinished letter of resignation had been thrown in the trash. He said he never thought 
seriously about leaving again. 
  “Jonah,” Carl sounded more serious now. “Jonah, you became my dearest friend. 
I’ve never had another one like you. I thought I would die the day you passed away. It was 
the saddest day of my life.” 
 “Carl,” there was that smile again, “that was the best day of my life. That was the 
day when all of my stories became reality. The thousands of tales I had told over the years, 
all of a sudden on that day, there they were, all true, all there, right in front of me. There 
was Bibi and her mama. All my friends who I told stories about were there…the princes 
and maidens and all the rest. All my stories came to life. Besides Carl, there was no reason 
to be sad, we all must die. But the stories…they never die Carl…they live on. My stories 
lived on in you. I knew the day I walked into your office that you would one day take my 
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place. That’s why I chose you to fill my shoes. That reminds me Carl…have you picked 
the next storyteller…the one who will make our stories live on?” 
 “I waited too late, Jonah. I’ve picked him but I haven’t had time to teach him like 
you taught me. I only met him this week. He’s never told stories before. He’s frustrated 
with preaching just like I was and I was just starting to tell him the secrets of story. I’m 
afraid I’m not going to have time to teach him.” 
Carl paused for a moment as though he had just realized something important. 
“Jonah, is this the day all my stories will come true for me?” Carl waited for the familiar 
smile, but it didn’t come. Instead, the only signal from Jonah was the trademark twinkle in 
his eye. With the twinkle came a light... an unimaginable light. Suddenly Jonah was 
surrounded by others, and although 
he didn’t know why, he knew who 
each of them were. There was Bibi 
and her mama. There was the 
rotund woman from the church 
service, only now her dress and hat 
actually matched in color. There 
among them, some black, some 
white, were all the characters of all 
the stories that Jonah ever told. 
Many of them Carl only knew from 
the stories he had learned from 
Jonah, or told himself. But now, 
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here they were…all real and all alive. They surrounded Carl. The light was blinding but it 
didn’t hurt his eyes. Jonah reached out and once again took Carl’s hand in his. 
 “Come Carl, I want to take you to meet the greatest Storyteller who ever lived. If 
you think my stories are good, just wait until you hear His. Every day we sit around His 
throne at His feet and listen to His stories. He’s been listening to your stories too, Carl. He 
said to tell you He thinks you’re a great storyteller. Now he wants to meet you in person.” 
 Carl didn’t resist. He was going to meet the One whose story he had so lovingly 
told for almost fifty years. He was going to meet the Master Storyteller. And so he and 
Jonah walked and never looked back. They walked until they reached a great throne room, 
but the throne was not high above the crowd who were gathered around it. The throne, a 
large wooden chair with a thick red cushion and a cross carved in its back, was on the same 
level as the people who were sitting at the Storytellers feet. As they entered the throne 
room they heard a strangely familiar voice. It was like thunder, yet somehow tender at the 
same time. The storyteller spoke in a voice that pierced the heart of everyone who heard it. 
It was story time in heaven. The Storyteller began…“Once upon a time…” 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
Mike was awakened an hour later by someone banging on the church door. They 
were yelling his name and hitting the door with their fist. Just like that the dream was over. 
Mike shook off his slumber as best he could on the way to the door and opened it up just in 
time to have a young Hispanic boy collapse into his arms.  
 “Brother Mike, they’re gonna kill me. They say they’re gonna kill me and I believe 
‘em.” The small, wiry boy, twelve or thirteen years old had been to services a few times 
recently and Mike knew his name was Juan, but that was about all. 
 Mike closed the door and locked it behind him and sat Juan down in the closest 
pew.  
“Settle down, Juan. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. Just tell me what’s going 
on.” Over the next few minutes, Juan told a story, mostly in English, but occasionally 
slipping into Spanish, about what was going on in his dysfunctional life. Juan was the 
youngest boy in a large family. His mother held the family together as well as she could 
manage. Juan’s father spent most of his time in prison and this time he was going to be 
locked up for several years. Juan’s older brothers were jealous of him because he was his 
mother’s favorite. They all belonged to a street gang called MS-13 but so far Juan had 
managed to survive outside the gang. The pressure from his friends and brothers to join the 
gang was increasing and today that had included a threat on his life if he didn’t begin the 
initiation process. Although he suspected that his brothers only wanted to use the hazing to 
harass and perhaps even kill him, he also knew those in the gang were more than capable 
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of killing him if he resisted their pressure. Although his mother had pleaded with him not 
to join, Juan didn’t see any way out.  
 Juan’s breathing slowed and he finally felt relaxed enough after sharing his story to 
sink back fully into the pew. He wiped his forehead with his bare hand and then wiped the 
drops of sweat he had collected onto his faded jeans leaving damp streaks where his 
fingers crossed the grain of the denim.  
 Mike didn’t know where to start. What could he tell Juan? He opened his mouth 
hoping something…anything would come out. “Juan,” he said hesitantly and with very 
little conviction, “Juan, I believe God has something very special in mind for you.” Mike 
sat there a minute and tried to let what he had just said sink in, not for Juan’s sake but for 
his. He wasn’t sure he even believed that, but thought if he said it again it might ring truer 
the second time. “Juan, I believe God wants to do something very special in your life.” 
There…that felt better, more comfortable the second time, it even sounded like he believed 
it. Juan looked up at him after a few seconds of silence with huge brown eyes half covered 
with uncombed, almost-black, long curls and asked, “Do you really think so Brother Mike, 
do you really think so?” 
 A thousand things were going through Mike’s mind. Things like the story he 
needed to be writing and the long afternoon he had spent at the hospital emergency room. 
While there he had seen several gang members brought in on gurneys with gunshot and 
stab wounds. He thought about little Juan sitting there in his church building, knowing he 
was no match for the world outside those doors and wanting to give him hope. He 
remembered something Brother Dowdy had said in their first meeting at the coffee shop 
around the corner. When Mike asked the evangelist about why he told stories the old man 
 	  
163 
replied, “Brother Mike, I stopped preaching sermons a long time ago. Sermons give people 
information and they’ve already got plenty of that. I tell stories because stories give people 
hope, and that’s something everybody could use a little more of.” 
 Hope is what Juan needed, that was for sure. Preaching him a sermon or giving him 
a list of Scripture references probably wasn’t going to give him much hope. But maybe if 
he told him a story…a story might just be the right thing to do in a situation like this. Mike 
didn’t really know where to start but he thought it might just happen if he started talking. 
And so he began, “Juan, I’d like to tell you a story.” 
 Over the next fifteen minutes, Mike told Juan the story of a boy who had eleven 
brothers; brothers who were jealous and who plotted how to get rid of their father’s 
favorite son. Mike got caught up in the story he was telling, inserting colorful details and 
gesturing with his hands. His thick eyebrows raised and lowered at just the right times and 
their movement kept Juan’s eyes riveted to Mike’s face. Sometimes, like when Mike told 
about the special gift from his father of a colorful coat it brought a smile to Juan’s lips. But 
the stories of prison reminded him of his own father and caused tears to roll down his 
cheeks. Throughout the story of famine, journeys to get food, brothers left behind as 
security, and the young man standing, unrecognized years later in front of his brothers, 
Juan listened intently. Mike was getting close to the end of the story and his voice quieted, 
his facial expressions stilled, and he bent close to Juan’s tear-stained face. “Juan,” Mike 
started carefully, “the boy in that story is just like you. His name was Joseph, but he had a 
lot in common with you. His brothers didn’t like him, there was always pressure on him to 
do things that were wrong, but he trusted God no matter what and eventually God blessed 
him and used him to do great things in the kingdom of God. God wants to do that with you 
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too Juan. He really does. But you have to say no to the temptation to be like everyone else. 
You have to stay true to what you know is right.” 
 Juan silently nodded his head and then looked up again with those irresistible eyes, 
“Will you walk me home, Brother Mike?” 
 Big, broad-shouldered Mike stood up and took Juan’s hand in his. He unlocked and 
opened the door and he and Juan started across the street to the two-story apartment 
building. They climbed the concrete steps with wrought-iron hand rails and when Mike got 
to apartment #210, he knocked on the door. Juan’s mom came to the door, obviously 
caught off guard by the visit.  
“Juan just wanted me to walk him home, Mrs. Garcia. Can you make sure he stays 
in and keeps safe this afternoon?” Juan’s mom looked a little embarrassed that Mike had 
felt the need to bring him home. She forced a smile and nodded yes as she took Juan’s 
hand and started to close the door behind him. “And Mrs. Garcia,” Mike inserted before it 
was too late, “I know you work on Sunday mornings and don’t usually get to attend our 
services, but we’re having special services at night this week and we’d love to have you 
join us.” She slowed down the closing of the door while Mike was speaking but as soon as 
he was done, she pushed the door shut. It wasn’t a turn down…at least she didn’t say no, 
Mike thought as he walked back to his office.  
 As far as he knew, he had never told a story before, at least not in church. He 
wasn’t particularly sure how it had happened, but somehow when he opened his mouth to 
speak the story just seemed to take over. He had not, to his recollection at least, ever heard 
the story of Joseph told like he had just told it. What he did know was that it was 
invigorating, exciting and faith-building, not just to Juan, but to him too. Could this be how 
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the old evangelist had felt every time he told a story? Could this be why the old man 
enjoyed what he did so much? Could this work for him? 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
 Seven o’clock came way too soon for Mike. He had a lot on his mind as the little 
congregation began to file into the building a few minutes before the starting time. Some 
of them had heard about the evangelist and were whispering. You could also hear an 
occasional gasp as someone who had not heard got the grim news. Some wiped away tears 
and others were looking around to see who might be filling the shoes of the old storyteller. 
A few minutes after seven, Mike came to the front of the building and faced the 
congregation. It had grown in size every night and tonight every seat was full in front of 
the roped off section and a few had even slipped in behind the ropes to make room for 
guests who might arrive late. This was the largest crowd of the week…of the decade really 
and there was no evangelist to share the good news and he, by default, became the one who 
would have to share the sad news.  
 Mike recounted the events of the day in just a few moments. He had to pull out his 
large, white handkerchief several times to wipe his eyes and blow his nose. When he was 
done, he led two hymns. Then Mike did something he had never done before. He turned 
and walked onto the stage. Instead of walking behind the pulpit like he had done scores of 
times before to preach his sermon, he took the tall seat from in front of the choir rail and 
pulled it close to the edge of the stage. The wooden chair was tall and was adorned with a 
deep red cushion. It had a cross carved into its back, with an arm rest on either side. Mike 
sat down. His dream about The Storyteller sitting in a similar chair still fresh on his mind.  
Then he said the words that would change the rest of his life. The words he had 
never heard himself say before, but they came out as naturally as if he were calling out his 
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own name. He leaned back in the chair, put an arm on each arm rest, took a deep breath 
and opened his dry, nervous lips. Slowly he spoke seven little words: “I’d like to tell you a 
story.”
 
 “Many years ago my father told me a story about when he was a boy. They lived in 
the hills of Eastern Kentucky in a little coal mining town. My father’s father, my grandpa 
was a coalminer. Every day he would get up early in the morning and walk up the narrow 
gravel road that was cut into the side of the mountain. Once at the end of the road, near the 
top of the mountain he would enter the mine with all the other men. My papaw, that’s what 
we called him, was a short, thin man, but he was as hard as nails. Each day he went down 
into that mineshaft to dig coal out of the mountain. He carried an old, black lunch bucket 
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with him. My mamaw put in sandwiches and a thermos full of hot coffee…enough for the 
whole day.”  
“The mines were as dark as pitch and papaw wore a hard hat with a lamp strapped 
to the front so he could see where he was going. Every single morning papaw would go 
into the mine when it was just barely light outside and come out every evening when it was 
just startin’ to get dark. When they got down far below the surface, the miners used 
shovels and picks to get the coal loose and then they tossed the chunks into a little cart 
with wheels on it that ran back and forth on a track. When the little cart was full, the 
miners pushed it all the way out through a hole in the side of the mountain onto what they 
called a “tipple.” The tipple was a tall scaffold that protruded out of the side of the 
mountain, high up above the railroad tracks. At the end of the tipple the miners would “tip” 
the little cart and all the coal would fall into a railroad car below. That’s where the tipple 
got its name.” 
“Being a miner was a hard, dirty job. When papaw came home each night his face 
was as black as the coal he’d been diggin’ all day. He’d cough and wheeze from breathin’ 
in the coal dust and sometimes he’d even cough up what looked like tar from all the dust in 
his lungs. His hands were hard and calloused from the shovels and picks he handled all 
day.”  
“My daddy, papaw’s son, saw how hard the work was in the mines and he never 
wanted to be a miner. But sometimes daddy would take a wheel barrel up the side of the 
mountain to just under where the tipple came out. There were always lots of chunks of coal 
there that would fall out of the little cart and miss the train car below. It was free for the 
takin’ so daddy would load up his wheel barrel and take it back down the mountain and 
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sell it to the houses in the little mining town to go in their stoves, for fifty cents a load. 
Then he’d go back up and get another load.” 
“Papaw never liked workin’ in the mines but of all the jobs in the mine, my papaw 
hated tippin’ the little cart the most. Like I said, he was a little man, strong as an ox, but 
little. The coal cart was about as tall as he was and even though he was strong it was very 
dangerous out on the tipple trying to tip that cart full of coal over. If you fell off the tipple 
you’d die for sure ‘cause it was a long way down.” 
“One day papaw was out on that tipple tryin’ to dump a load of coal into the train 
car below. Somethin’ happened when the cart tipped up and it caught papaw’s strap on his 
overalls and the force of the cart tippin’ up threw him over the side of the tipple. Instead of 
fallin’ all the way to the ground though, somehow papaw caught hold of one of the cross 
beams and held on for dear life.” 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
 Mike had barely taken a breath since the beginning of his story, but he did now. He 
wasn’t sure how long he’d been talking, but by the looks of everyone in the pews, he still 
had their interest. They were sitting, staring at him, like they never did when he was 
preaching. There was no whispering going on, the young people weren’t texting and the 
children had come to sit at his feet without even being invited. He didn’t want to lose their 
attention so in just the time it took to catch his breath and scan the faces he jumped back 
into his story. 
 “Well, papaw started screamin’ and a hollerin’ for somebody to come and help. 
Pretty soon there were half-a-dozen men out on the tipple lookin’ down at papaw tryin’ to 
decide what to do. Papaw had hit one of the cross beams real hard on the way down and 
yelled up to the other men that he thought his leg was broke and there was no way he could 
climb up. All he could do was hang on.”  
 “It was about twenty feet down to where papaw was and the only way down was to 
climb. It didn’t take long for the men to figure out that somebody had to go down and save 
him. Harley Osborne said he’d go. He and papaw were brother-in-laws. Papaw had married 
Harley’s baby sister Rose. There was only one problem. Harley was kind of crippled-up 
on-a count of workin’ down in the mines so long. He had a hard time walkin’ and the other 
men knew he’d never be able to get papaw up to safety.” 
 “The youngest and strongest man there was Junior Harper. His daddy was the 
preacher at the little church in town. Rev. Harper was a tall man, but skinny as a bean pole. 
Junior wasn’t nothin’ like his daddy. Papaw always told my dad Junior was a big as the 
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side of a mountain.  Junior wasn’t known for his gentle ways, but underneath the rough 
ole’ coalminer was a heart of gold. Junior volunteered to go down and get my papaw. He 
strapped a big rope around his middle and told the other men to hold tight and keep him 
safe as he climbed down. The men all grabbed ahold, like they were gonna play a game of 
tug-o-war. Slowly Junior climbed down the tipple to where papaw was holdin’ on.”  
 “Once he got there, papaw looked up at him and in spite of the pain squeezed out a 
little smile and said, ‘Junior, I sure am glad to see you.’ Junior just patted papaw on the 
back and told him the best way to get him up was to strap the two of them together and the 
men would pull ‘em up. And that’s what Junior did. He wrapped that big, thick rope 
around them both and called up to the others to pull. There was only one problem. Try as 
they might, they couldn’t pull those two men even an inch off the crossbeam.”  
 “We’ll have to pull you up one at a time,” the men called down. Junior carefully 
untied the rope and then tied it around papaw’s waist. The men pulled him up with no 
problem and then carried him back into the mine so they could get him to the surface and 
take him down the mountain to the hospital in town.” 
 “As soon as papaw was on his way up the mine shaft, the men went back for 
Junior. They threw down the rope and Junior reached for it. It was just out of his grasp and 
when he reached out over the edge of the tipple to grab it, he lost his footing and fell off 
the tipple, all the way down to the ground below. Junior was dead.” 
  
“They had a big funeral for Junior a couple of days later. His daddy preached his 
funeral. Papaw was out of the hospital and was sittin’ on the front row of the church. He 
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had a splint on his leg and was usin’ a cane but papaw wouldn’t have missed it for nothin’. 
My daddy was there too, sittin’ right next to papaw.”  
“Junior’s daddy started cryin’ when he told about how his son had given his life for 
his friend. Papaw cried too. Rev. Harper said Junior was an awful lot like Jesus. Said he’d 
given his life so that somebody else could live too. He said the greatest love of all was 
when somebody laid down their life for somebody else. Junior had laid down his life for 
my papaw. Rev. Harper said there was no greater love.”  
Brother Mike’s eyes were now full of tears. He swallowed hard and made a slight 
fist in determination to finish his story. “I want you all to know that on that day, when my 
daddy heard how Junior died instead of his daddy, he was never the same. One day not 
long after that my father heard the story of Jesus. He heard that we are all in trouble, that 
Jesus saw us stranded without a way to safety and volunteered to rescue us. He showed us 
the greatest love anyone could ever show…he laid down his life for ours. And because of 
what Jesus did on the cross, each of us can be forgiven of all our sins.” 
 By this time the tears had begun to overflow and were streaming down Mike’s face. 
He stood to his feet and began to sing “Just As I Am.” One by one others started to stand, 
some came to the altar and prayed and then a small-framed boy stepped into the aisle. Juan 
could hardly see to walk down the aisle because of the tears flowing from his dark-brown 
eyes. Mike knelt on the floor when he saw him coming to meet him at eye-level. 
 “Brother Mike,” Juan began, “I’m in a really bad place, and I don’t see any way 
out. Just like your papaw. Do you think Jesus would rescue me?” 
 “Yes, I know he would Juan. I know he would,” Mike barely was able to get out 
the words. 
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 “Then I want to take Jesus up on that deal. I want to believe what you told me this 
afternoon, that God has a good plan for my life,” Juan was smiling through the tears now 
and he and Mike embraced and held it for a very long time. 
 When he and Juan finally broke their embrace, Mike noticed Mrs. Partin. She had 
tears streaming down her face. The warm, salty water had created furrows in her thick 
make-up, but when her eyes met Brother Mike’s, instead of her usual scowl, she responded 
with a smile. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
 What Brother Mike and most of the other people had not seen when the rest of the 
service was going on, was that Mrs. Dowdy, the evangelist’s wife had slipped in just 
before Mike had begun his story. She had heard and seen the whole thing. When he and 
Juan finally let loose of each other and Mike shared with the congregation the decision 
Juan had made, the whole church erupted in applause. While people were clapping, Mrs. 
Dowdy rose from her pew and walked toward the front of the church. She was carrying a 
large, reddish-brown colored satchel that looked a hundred years old. Her steps were slow 
and just a bit uncertain and she appeared to have aged dramatically since the night before. 
The death of her lifetime companion had taken a deep toll. 
 As she ambled toward where Mike was standing he couldn’t help but let his mind 
wander back to the first time he had seen the evangelist and his wife, just a few nights 
earlier. He thought about the old man’s first sermon. He remembered their talks over 
coffee but most of all he remembered the stories. He would never hear another story from 
Brother Dowdy’s lips. He had so many questions he wanted to ask him, but now he would 
never get the chance.  
 While Brother Mike was reminiscing, Mrs. Dowdy had arrived at the front and had 
to tug on Mike’s shirt to break him away from his thoughts. She clutched the satchel close 
to her chest and looked up at Mike and said, “Brother Mike could I say a few words?” 
 Mike didn’t answer with words but motioned with his hand for the congregation to 
sit. Mike took a place on the front pew and waited to hear what she had to say. 
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 “Brother Mike,” she started slowly and quietly. Someone in the audience cupped 
their hand around their ear signaling Mike they couldn’t hear. He quickly grabbed a 
microphone and a stand and set it in front of Mrs. Dowdy. 
 “Brother Mike,” she started again, “you didn’t know my husband very well, but he 
had become very fond of you over the past few days. He had been looking for you…for 
someone like you, I should say, for a long time. Many years ago my husband served a very 
small little country church and he was struggling. He was feeling defeated. He didn’t think 
he was getting through to the people there. One day, into to his office came a man whose 
name was Jonah. He was a country preacher at the black church on the other side of town. 
Jonah and my husband became the very best of friends. My husband always called Jonah 
the Old Storyteller. Most days after he got off work, Jonah would stop by and tell him 
stories. Sometimes they would both come over to the parsonage for coffee and peach pie 
and tell me a story. 
 For fifteen years they met and my husband kept notes on everything he learned 
from Jonah. He wrote down every story that Jonah ever told him. Soon he started telling 
the stories and after Jonah passed away, people started calling my husband the Old 
Storyteller.  
 Brother Mike, for the last several years Carl had been looking for someone to take 
his place, someone to share his stories with and to teach like Jonah taught him. After our 
first night with you here, Carl told me that you were the one, that you would take his place 
and that he was going to teach you how to be a storyteller just like him.” 
 Mike had tears welling up in his eyes. He had never been chosen for anything 
special. He couldn’t understand why Brother Dowdy would choose him. But something 
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had happened tonight…something Mike had not expected. He had actually told a story and 
it worked. People were touched and for the first time in a while he felt he had gotten the 
message of God’s love across to every person there…young and old…white, black and 
Hispanic, everyone. 
 “Brother Mike, this afternoon I went back to our motel room and got Carl’s notes. 
These are the notes he took while he learned from Jonah. These are the stories Jonah told 
him, plus all the stories he wrote himself. I want you to have them, Carl would’ve given 
them to you soon himself anyway. These stories are a precious gift. They were Carl’s prize 
possessions. These stories have touched the hearts of hundreds of people over the years. 
Now they belong to you.” 
 Tears were rolling down Brother Mike’s cheeks along with most everyone else at 
“Something-something Baptist Church.” He stood up, reached out and took the leather 
satchel of notes from Mrs. Dowdy as if he were handling the crown jewels. He took the 
worn handle in his left hand and wrapped his huge, right arm around Mrs. Dowdy and 
squeezed until she looked uncomfortable. 
 Mike couldn’t really speak so he nodded toward one of the men in the congregation 
to lead the closing prayer and as soon as the “amen” was said people began to come up and 
give Mrs. Dowdy tearful goodbyes. After everyone had filed out and Belinda walked Mrs. 
Dowdy to her van, Mike turned off the lights, locked up the building and walked across the 
street to his little house. Once inside, he unbuttoned his top shirt button, sank into the well-
worn sofa and set the satchel on his lap. He carefully opened the brass latch and pulled the 
top stack of papers out. There on top of the papers was a handwritten note: 
 Dear Brother Mike: 
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 First of all, I wanted to thank you for allowing me to come to the church this week 
for revival. I know God was in it because, honestly, I’ve been looking for you for a long 
time. I have never met another preacher who was as interested in my storytelling as you. 
Your questions this week have reminded me so much of a time when I was learning from 
another storyteller named Jonah.  
 I knew as soon as I met you that I would one day give you this satchel full of 
stories. I know you will take good care of them and share the stories with care and 
understanding for how important they are. I know your heart is to see people come to faith 
in Christ and I have found over the years that these stories are wonderful ways to help 
people fall in love with our Savior. 
 I am sorry I didn’t meet you sooner. I would have enjoyed spending time with you 
as Jonah did with me. But, my days on earth are short now, and every moment counts. I 
haven’t told Mrs. Dowdy, but I haven’t been feeling myself for a couple of months. I think 
this may be my last revival, at least for a while. I may have been overdoing it. 
 Brother Mike, although you have never told a story, somehow I believe God has 
told me you have a special gift for it. Jonah saw that in me years ago and now I see it in 
you.  
 I have just one piece of advice for you Brother Mike as you read and tell these 
stories. ALWAYS TRUST THE STORY. The story will always take you where you need to 
go, if you trust it.  
 For many years now I have been called “The Storyteller.” I am privileged to be 
able pass that baton on to you. From now on you, Brother Mike, you are “The 
Storyteller.” 
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 Just remember my friend, trust the story… 
Your Brother in Christ, 
Carl Dowdy 
 Mike laid the hand-written letter down on the glass-topped coffee table, set the 
satchel on the seat beside him and sank all the back into the overstuffed couch. He closed 
his eyes and thought through the events of the last few days. He smiled as he thought about 
the gift from his friend…not the gift of the satchel or the papers inside. He had been given 
something much more precious. He smiled because he had been given the gift that lasts 
longer than life. He smiled because he had been given the gift of story. 
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Epilogue 
 Even those who do not realize it have a story inside. The characters and the back 
stories have been developed every day of life. Sometimes it take a little prodding…perhaps 
even a little prying to get the story loose, to free it up from the dark places in our hearts. 
But when that story gets free, it shoots up through the murky waters of our soul, like Bibi 
when she cut her toe on the broken glass. When it reaches the surface it cries out like she 
did, like a child being born, like new life breathing its first breath. 
 Every story longs to see the light of day. Stories aren’t made for being held captive 
in our minds or in our hearts. Stories are made to run and leap and play in the sunlight. 
Stories are made for the tellin’. You might even say that a story untold is not yet a story.  
Stories are never without purpose. Every story has a job to do. Every story has the 
potential to change something…something little or something huge. Stories, like people 
are born with the potential to change the world. If we trust the story, it will accomplish 
what it was born to do.  
Every person not only has a story, but is a story…for every person was made in the 
image (imagery) of the Creator. Every story conceived in the mind of God can be trusted, 
for He is the most faithful…the most imaginative…the greatest Storyteller of all.   
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APPENDIX B – COMPANION DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR  
THE OLD STORYTELLER 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS – UNIT 1 
Chapters 1 - 2 
 
1) How often is the challenge for the local church the fact they no longer reflect the 
generational and cultural make-up of the community? 
 
 
 
 
2) How would you personally react if your pastor did not carry a Bible to the pulpit? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3) Can you identify with Pastor Mike’s confusion after the first service? If you were 
Pastor Mike, how would you have chosen to process the events of the evening?  
 
 
 
 
4) Why do you think the evangelist postponed the invitation to have coffee after the 
service? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS – UNIT 2 
Chapters 3-8 
 
1) Why do you think Pastor Mike was so preoccupied at work after the first night of 
the revival? Was his mind on the story, the evangelist’s methods, or fear of Mrs. 
Partin? 
 
 
 
2) What was the reason the evangelist took a long pause before starting his story the 
second night? Was it his way of drawing the crowd in, sizing the congregation up, 
or allowing time to determine which direction to go with his story? 
 
 
 
 
3) How long do you think the average person in the pew remembers a sermon? Are 
points helpful in remembering the sermon? Does the evangelist’s claim that people 
remember stories longer than points ring true with you? 
 
 
 
 
4) On the basis of Mike’s homework assignment, some common themes which are 
important to everyone were discovered. Do you think those areas are true for you? 
Are there areas of major importance to you that you think they missed? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS – UNIT 3 
Chapters 9 -13 
 
1) Carl and Jonah obviously had a very close relationship in spite of the ethnic 
differences. Yet when Carl visited Jonah’s church all of those differences seemed 
to be irrelevant. Is that possible? Why or why not? 
 
 
 
 
2) What brought Carl to the place where he was willing to be mentored by Jonah? Is 
that a common place for ministers to be?  
 
 
 
3) Can you think of anything that could be done to avoid this kind of career crisis in 
many ministers? When a minister faces this kind of crisis, does it necessarily mean 
he or she has chosen the wrong profession, not really heard the call of God, or been 
poorly equipped to communicate the gospel to others in a way which is effective? 
 
 
 
4) In Jonah’s story about Bibi and her mother, the plot seems to stress the forgiveness 
and grace of Bibi’s mother. God is also loving and forgiving when we mess up. In 
your opinion, is this a trait of God that is emphasized too much or too little? 
 
 
 	  
183 
5) Jonah seemed to believe that it was important to train up and mentor his 
replacement as the storyteller. Carl felt the same way about Mike although he had 
not had time to train him as he wished. How important do you feel it is to train up 
the next generation of leaders, hand-pick them, teach them by example, mentor and 
train them, and observe them in their journey? If it is important, why do most 
churches and Christians do such a poor job in this area? 
 
 
 
6) Do you see Jesus as a storyteller? If so, what story is He telling/writing in your life 
right now? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS – UNIT 4 
Chapters 14 - 17 
 
1) Mike seemed to have a gift for storytelling. Do you think everyone has this ability? 
Can everyone be some kind of storyteller, even if not particularly gifted in this 
area? Is this a gift that every person whether a minister or not, should try to 
cultivate? 
 
 
 
2) Do you see a practical application for storytelling as a way of personal evangelism 
as well as a preaching style? If so, how do you imagine storytelling could be used 
to communicate the gospel with others? 
 
 
 
3) Who should be responsible for instigating this training or mentoring in storytelling? 
Is it something that needs a structured way of teaching, in other words can it be 
methodical and still effective, or does storytelling demand a less exact approach 
which keeps the story fresh and spontaneous? 
 
 
 
4) Lastly, is storytelling something you have an interest in after reading this book? Is 
it an art form you would like to cultivate in your life and if so, what is the next step 
you think you’ll take in order to make that happen? 
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APPENDIX C – PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS 
FOR TEACHING THE CONCEPT OF STORY TO A CONGREGATION 
 
 For over two years I have been studying and trying to apply the concept of story in 
my practical day-to-day ministry. During that time I have attempted some projects that 
have moved both me and my congregations toward a fuller and richer understanding of 
story in the local church setting. Below are four projects—two personal and two 
corporate— that have yielded positive results. 
 
Project 1: Everybody Loves A Story 
 It became clear to me during my first semester of doctoral work through my 
reading and research that storytelling is at least one method of bridging generational and 
cultural differences in the challenge of sharing the gospel. This challenge is especially 
close to my heart and ministry as I then pastored in a multi-generational, multi-cultural 
community which was also reflected in the membership the local church. I had often found 
myself speaking to one generation or one culture at a time, saddened that it did not seem 
possible to speak to everyone at once, except in one instance: when I told a story.  
 For most of my ministry I told stories to illustrate the points of a sermon. I told 
stories to punctuate the end of the sermon. Stories were sprinkled in, here and there, but 
were never the focal point of the sermon, always taking a back seat to the three points, the 
theology, the doctrine, and the “take-away” for the day.  
 Upon returning from the GFU Advance in Portland, I decided to do some 
experimentation with my sermonizing. Instead of starting with a sermon and adding 
stories, I started with a story and added a sermon. It may sound like semantics but it 
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became so much more than that to me. Previously, I found myself wondering who the 
sermon might speak to on any given day. Now I started with the knowledge that the story 
would speak to everyone. Why? Because everyone loves a story. 
 This is how the process worked for me. First, when deciding on passages of 
Scripture I asked myself if there was a story the passage is telling. If there was an obvious 
storyline, then that is where I began. If the passage was more instructional, technical or 
doctrinal, I asked myself how the passage fit into a bigger story. For example, if the 
passage addressed specific instructions for the Christian home, the bigger story became 
God’s purpose for the family and home in His overall plan for humankind. The process for 
me seemed to evolve into trying to achieve a balance between the macro and the micro, 
where God’s overarching plan, His meta-narrative, was the ultimate reason for making sure 
the smaller story of our individual lives stays faithful and is in line with His.  
 Second, once I had determined what the story was, I began to learn as much 
historical and cultural background as possible to make the story come alive. As I told the 
story I wanted to draw the congregation in, almost make it interactive, so that they could 
imagine being on the streets of Jerusalem or in prison with Paul. The goal was to have their 
imaginations come alive, to hear the sounds and smell of the street vendors on the narrow, 
winding, dusty streets of the city. If they were able to imagine the brightly colored 
tapestries or see the donkeys and sheep in the marketplace, they were also more likely to 
hear, smell and see the Savior as He walked along side of them on His way to the temple. 
 Third, as the sermon developed, I continued to ask myself, how does this 
information feed and fuel the story. If it did not help tell the story, define the point of the 
parable, or move the congregation to a place of understanding God’s redemptive purpose 
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as outlined in the narrative, I was able to determine whether it may be filler and not 
needed. 
 Fourth and last, I determined some open-ended questions that would help the 
congregation move the story from their ears and mind, into the heart of their everyday 
experience. Again, if the passage was instructional as to God’s plan for believing families, 
the question might be: “Is your family involved in an activity this week that reflects what 
God has done in your lives and what He has spoken to you in your family times of 
devotion? And will that activity allow you to interact with others in such a way that they 
will be able to identify your family as one that is involved in the story of God’s redemptive 
love?” 
 What I am finding is the congregation who never asked for more sermons, is asking 
me to tell them more stories. This has been a tremendous help to me as well as the 
congregation. After forty years of writing sermons, I could do it in my sleep. Telling 
stories is completely different. Every story is new and fresh and has given me a whole new 
perspective on what I do each Sunday. 
 My hope is that the experiences shared in both the artifact and in these practical 
applications will encourage others to launch out into the wonderful world of storytelling as 
a means of communicating the gospel. 
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Sunday Night Story Time 
 
 Dan Boone says in his book, Preaching the Story That Shapes Us, “We make our 
way in the world by the stories that shape us, interpret us, and express us. We can only be 
shaped by what we experience, and we can only bear authentic witness to what we have 
encountered.”229  
As an attempt to “flesh out” the importance of story in sharing the gospel, I devised 
a “game” for our congregation to play on Sunday evenings, replacing our normal Bible 
study time. I began by making about forty index card-sized playing cards with pictures I 
gathered from the Internet of people or artwork that depicted different emotions. Under 
each picture was typed the emotion in bold letters.  
 In preparation for each Sunday evening session a different person was asked to 
prepare and share a true personal story with the group. The stories were to be ten to fifteen 
minutes in length, contain as much detail as they were comfortable with, and not be overtly 
spiritual. The point was to tell a story about a normal life experience from a personal, not 
“Christian” viewpoint. The story could be positive or negative, light-hearted or serious. 
The choice belonged to the storyteller. 
 After the story was shared, the forty cards were spread out face-up on a table. 
Everyone was then asked to get up, look at their choices and pick a card that expressed 
how the story for that evening had made them feel. After everyone picked a card we went 
around the room and allowed each person to share why the story made them feel that 
particular way. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
229 Dan Boone, Preaching the Story That Shapes Us (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press of Kansas 
City, 2008), 7. 
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 As a part of the process, each person shared his or her emotion after which, we then 
stopped and discussed how we might interject the gospel or some spiritual truth into the 
person’s original story, based on the emotion we felt. For example, if someone shared a 
story about losing a job and the listener felt sadness, we asked the group to share how they 
might use the emotion of sadness to turn a conversation toward Jesus with someone who 
had lost their job. 
 The answers were extremely creative and the congregation loved the opportunity to 
participate in the process of discovering how to be evangelists without someone trying to 
teach them. This “game” was based on one I observed last semester at the Storyteller’s 
Conference I attended but was geared more toward evangelism.  
 I observed and was amazed at two things. One, I was shocked at the honesty and 
openness of the people sharing the stories. There were some personal events and 
embarrassing moments shared that I would never have imagined. One person told of a very 
dark experience with a pastor and a church. One told of being left and neglected by a 
grandparent. Others told of hunger, abuse and neglect as children. These are aspects of 
people’s lives I would not have imagined being shared in church and for the most part, 
stories none of us knew before the stories were told. The second surprise was how adept 
our people were in seeing the cracks of the stories into which Jesus could be inserted. I 
learned from them about how to turn hunger or joblessness into wonderful opportunities 
for sharing the gospel. 
 We did this activity on Sunday evenings for three months and could have gone 
longer. I plan to repeat this game in the future, perhaps with a different age group like 
college students or youth. 
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Learning To Listen 
 
The practical application of our third semester’s work could not have come at a 
more opportune time. I had recently moved just south of Chicago, Illinois to pastor a 
church there. Because this church was in a small rural town, I did not anticipate a 
multicultural aspect of ministry. However, the town itself is a melting pot of culture and 
color. 
 Only two months into this ministry I came to realize how practical my emphasis on 
multicultural communication of the gospel would be. I began using stories in my sermons 
with common themes which can speak to all cultures. 
 Following are some of the cultural backgrounds I have already discovered: 
• Multiple generation farmers who grow corn and soybeans. 
• Young professionals who are primarily connected to education 
• College students who commute to school and live at home 
• A large population of Hispanics, many of whom are undocumented immigrants 
• A significant number of Muslims who have migrated from the Chicago area 
• A large majority of non-evangelicals consisting primarily of Roman Catholics 
and Lutherans. 
• A significant population of African-Americans who live extremely segregated 
lives. 
• Higher than normal percentage of non-educated or barely educated 
 
These diverse groups within the church and small town have already presented challenges 
and multiple possibilities for bridging the gaps with narrative. In the first few months I 
have tried to accomplish several things regarding the connection between this semester’s 
learning and its application to my personal ministry setting. 
1)  I spent a considerable amount of time listening to the stories of the people. 
In some very important ways they each have individual stories. For example, those 
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who come from Mexico and are undocumented immigrants have a unique story. 
Those who are third and fourth generation residents of farms on the outskirts of 
town have another story. School teachers and a self-employed man with a fourth-
grade education who mows grass for a living have different stories. The common 
denominator: Everyone has a story and their story is important to them. 
2)  I have tried to make mental note of the themes of the various stories. For 
example when a man who came here from Central America to work tells his story, 
it will most always include elements about the importance of his family. Sometimes 
he is sending money back home or saving it to try and bring more of his family 
here. When a farmer tells the story of his farm, it will also include the element of 
his family; the history of his family, how they came here and settled, how the big 
farmhouse was built by his great-grandfather and how his father was born in the 
upstairs bedroom. With a casual hearing one might assume they are completely 
different stories. The truth is they are the same story about the high priority of 
family, only with different circumstances involved. 
3) I have made a conscious effort to build my sermons around a story, which 
draws on a common theme. I know family is important to everyone in the 
congregation, even if they have a dysfunctional family. When I tell a story about 
family, they relate. If I tell a story about life and death, I know from listening to 
their stories how painful that reality is to them, and they relate. 
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Triple Play 
 
During February, March and April of 2014, I led our church in what we called 
“Triple Play.” The purpose was to prompt a story mentality when thinking of the Scripture 
and its daily implications. During the month of February we “Read the Story.” Each day 
our congregation was encouraged to read one chapter of the gospel of Matthew together 
(28 days, 28 chapters). Each week I prepared questions for each day of the week to come 
and inserted them in Sunday’s bulletin. The questions were designed to help them see the 
story, rather than just the facts. Every day, I posted my observations to the questions on our 
website for them so they could compare their answers. I hoped with would be a way to 
gently guide them into thinking of Scripture as narrative. On the last weekend of the month 
we took the church as a whole to see the movie, “Son of God.” This capstone event was 
done to help them see the whole of what they had read all month as a metanarrative of 
Jesus’ life and ministry. 
 In March we did “Tell the Story.” We encouraged the congregation to volunteer to 
tell a story during our corporate worship each week of something God had done recently in 
their life. We discouraged recycling their salvation testimony from the past and encouraged 
them instead to pick something very current. One person was picked to share with the 
entire congregation and the rest were invited to share their story on the website through a 
response form that I could monitor. The amazing thing about this month was the people 
who chose to share their story were not leaders of the church. They were people who 
normally stay in the background. The capstone of this month was a Sunday evening service 
where my wife, Jane, and I told the story of our walk across America. The purpose of this 
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month was to allow our people to understand that the story is still being written and they 
too are a part of the story. 
 In April we had “Do the Story” month. We had P.A.C.K. cards printed (Planned 
Act of Christian Kindness) and encouraged our congregation to expand the story to others 
through acts of kindness. We shared with them that it is not enough to know the story and 
tell the story, but that we must do the story in order to expose others to the story. We 
encouraged them to pay for the person behind them in the drive-thru, take quarters to the 
local laundry and pay for washing and drying of clothes of a stranger, pass out donuts at 
work, etc. and leave a P.A.C.K. card to tell the people why. The month has been wonderful 
with many stories of generosity and joy. One woman in our church even shared that God 
had prompted them to cancel a large debt that was owed them. We will continue the 
P.A.C.K. cards indefinitely.  
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